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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This study was initiated to supplement the 2002 Visual Impact Technical Study prepared by KTU&A for the proposed 
Gregory Canyon Landfill . 1   This study was prepared to answer certain technical questions and to provide impartial 
information for the U .S . Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) to assess potential visual impacts to specific keyviews of 
Gregory Canyon Landfill .  More specifically, this supplemental study has two purposes .  First, the supplemental study 
will provide information regarding visual effects from two additional vantage points .  In addition, the study will provide 
Input for a separate evaluation of Cultural Resources that is being prepared by the USACE pursuant to Section 106 . 2   
 
In order to help make the decision on appropriate keyviews, an updated viewshed analysis of proposed changes to 
the local landforms was performed . The USACE coordinated with the Tribe regarding these simulations to get input 
relative to important locations .  In order to update the analysis KTU&A created 3D mass models that integrate existing 
and proposed landform conditions . The models were used to simulate the changes to views resulting from changes 
in topography as modified by the proposed landfill project . The mass models and viewshed analyses focus on poten-
tial effects on views from locations deemed sacred to the Pala Band of Mission Indians .  Two locations identified are: 
“Medicine Rock” and Chokla .”

Medicine Rock is a location that has been documented by the tribe and various ethnographic studies . Medicine Rock 
can be described as a large boulder at the base of Gregory Mountain containing pictographs that date back thou-
sands of years . The presence of these cultural resources to the Pala Indians deems the site as a sacred cultural resource, 
intrinsically tied to another sacred site at the upper elevations of Gregory Mountain, known as Chokla .

The exact location of Chokla, the resting place of the Pala Tribe’s god Takwic, is unclear . This document will not infer 
which location is Chokla, rather the study will analyze locations identified by the Tribe as well as a location that would 
provide the most visibility of the proposed landfill .  A location slightly west of the physical high point of Gregory 
Mountain was used as a simulation location . It will be referred to as the “West Rim” throughout this document (Figure 
1) . In addition, views from a location on the eastern side of Gregory Mountain, which shall be referred to as the “East 
Rim” (also see Figure 1), were also evaluated .

In addition to these locations, high elevation locations along the property line between Gregory Canyon Ltd . and Pala 
Indian Reservation lands were explored . However, as can be seen from Figure 3, the land areas coincident with the 
property line do not fall within the viewshed of the landfill or its borrow/stockpile areas . Therefore, locations along 
the site’s eastern property line were not considered for simulation since project features are not visible from these 
locations . 

A fourth location was reviewed based on a request by the Tribe . This location was a vantage point in the vicinity just 
north of Highway 76 near the eastern end of the abandoned dairy farm and can also be seen on Figure 1 . Approxi-
mately 400 feet away from the location suggested by the Tribe was a keyview used for a simulation from the Visual 
Impact Analysis in 2002 . Because of its proximity, photos were taken and merged with mass models to verify accuracy 
to determine if the previous simulation could be used as a proxy . 

  1 An aesthetics section was previously prepared as part of Environmental Impact Report (Gregory Canyon Landfill Final EIR - State 
Clearinghouse No. 1995061007 - 2002). The rationale of the new visual simulations is to supplement the previous Visual Impact Analy-
sis (section 4.13) for the Gregory Canyon Landfill project to address two additional viewsheds.

2   The Section 106 evaluation and its consideration of views will be based on different significance criteria and is not evaluated in this 
report.  This report contains an analysis of the potential aesthetics impacts from the additional locations.  
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PROJECT BACKGROUND AND FEATURES
The proposed Gregory Canyon Landfill site is located in northern San Diego County approximately three miles east of 
Interstate 15 (I-15) and two miles southwest of the community of Pala . SR 76 and the San Luis Rey River run east-west 
through the project site . The majority of the project site lies to the south of SR 76 but part of the western portion 
of the site lies to the north of SR 76 . The eastern portion of the project site makes up the western slope of Gregory 
Mountain . The Canyon itself is located approximately in the center of the project site . The site comprises portions of 
Sections 4 and 5 of Township 10 South and Sections 32 and 33 of Township 9 South, Range 2 West of USGS 7 .5’ Pala 
Quadrangle . The landfill will provide refuse capacity to meet a portion of the total disposal needs of the San Diego 
County integrated waste management system . The entire 1,770-acre site was identified in Proposition “C” as the site 
for the proposed Gregory Canyon Landfill . The site is currently owned by Gregory Canyon, Ltd . (GCL), the project ap-
plicant . The project was passed by voters in 1994 . Eight landfill features comprise 308 acres of the total project site 
(17%) which will be used for landfill activities . Of those eight, this study will address the three major three features that 
total 283 .2 acres of the 308 acres used for landfill activities . These three features are: Landfill Site, Borrow/Stockpile Area 
A and Borrow/Stockpile Area B (Figure 1) .

VIEWSHED FINDINGS
Prior to fieldwork, topographic viewshed analysis was performed to review the areas that would be impacted by proj-
ect construction . Figure 3 shows a visual comparison of how each of the 3 project feature viewsheds and the entire 
project composite viewshed affect the vantage points . Table 3 shows the tabular results of the analysis in the maps . 
The highest area of impact in terms of visibility is the western face of Gregory Mountain .  This area can see virtually the 
entire landfill mass . It is unobstructed and in close proximity to the landfill, and looks down over it . This area is largely 
inaccessible due to steep terrain . Also note that the high point suggested by Pala (East Rim) is not within the views-
heds of the project features . The Western Rim, Medicine Rock, and the vantage point of the previous photo simula-
tion location are visible from sample points located inside the project features, so we can deduce that these vantage 
points can observe project features as well . 

SITE OBSERVATIONS 
In order to perform new photo simulations, a site visit was necessary to gather photos and GPS coordinates from the 
keyview locations . The 3D surface model containing the project features could then be precisely merged with the 
geo-located field photos . One of the photo simulation sites, the West Rim, was located adjacent to the top of Gregory 
Mountain .  A preliminary aerial photo reconnaissance was performed in attempt to locate a trail leading to the top of 
Gregory Mountain and to the East Rim . A path through vegetation was located using aerial photography to lead to 
the top of the mountain (Figure 2) .

Access to the top of the mountain is very difficult . A staff member of Gregory Canyon Ltd . informed KTUA that the trail 
observed in the aerial photography was cut through thick brush by a survey crew hired by Gregory Canyon Ltd . with 
chain saws . It should be noted that the trail leading to the top of the mountain cut by the survey crew is most easily 
accessed from the terminus of Couser Road up the south side of Gregory Mountain . The path runs in a north-south 
trajectory across the top of the mountain . The path runs south from the top of Gregory Mountain approximately 3,200 
feet, and runs north from the top of the mountain approximately 1,900 feet . An individual with permission to access 
the property would need to know where to pick up the beginning of the trail as it begins at approximately where 
brush begins to thicken halfway up the south slope of the mountain . The southern side of the mountain contains 
brush that is smaller in size and overall thickness as compared with the rest of the mountain .

3 In this analysis, the keyview location with the greatest visibility is located 140 feet west of Top of the Mountain (referred to as the West 
Rim view). Though the Mountain Top is slightly higher, the convex curve of the landform towards the west, actually blocks views of the 
landfill itself.
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Despite ease of access from the south, a western approach was utilized for fieldwork to check and make sure ascent 
was possible from a different direction in less forgiving terrain . To reach this trail, the western slope of Gregory Moun-
tain was traversed to intersect with this survey trail . GPS positions were logged and photographs were taken from a 
clearing at the West Rim site . The clearing was utilized by the survey crew during trail construction, and remnants of a 
white “X” approximately 3 feet in length utilized for ground truthing were still present . 

The East Rim location was also visited to obtain character photographs of the area . No trail existed connecting the 
top of Gregory Mountain directly to the East Rim site . The trail cut by the survey crew was utilized for approximately 
1,300 feet north of the West Rim site . At this point an east/west track was taken through thick brush to reach the East 
Rim site . Extremely thick brush separated the East Rim location from the end of the survey trail and was accessed 
with the aid of a machete . The East Rim site contained evidence of human activity . What appeared to be a fire pit was 
constructed of stacked rocks in a circular pattern . Empty aluminum cooking pans were present in the middle of the 
stacked rocks . A rusty shovel and other miscellaneous items were arranged within close proximity to the fire pit . A trail 
was present leading from the East Rim site north, down towards the San Luis Rey River . The trail is evident on aerial 
photography and appears to lead down the slope to the vicinity of the old Boys Club structure . GPS coordinates were 
logged and character photographs taken at the East Rim site . It is not known who this trail was created by, but vegeta-
tion appeared to be cut with tools much like the one cut by the survey crew on the top of the mountain .

Following the visit to the East Rim Site, Medicine Rock was then visited .  The rock was circled on foot by KTUA staff in 
attempts to locate the spot with the best vantage of the proposed landfill while staying in somewhat close proximity 
to the rock . A location on the south side of the rock was chosen so as to maximize the view corridor . Existing vegeta-
tion blocked views from the west side of the rock . GPS coordinates were logged just outside the fence that enclosed 
the rock, and photographs for the photo simulation were taken .

Following Medicine Rock, the location of a previous photo simulation along SR 76 was visited . The purpose was to 
utilize the location to verify the validity of scale of the landfill for the photo simulation performed for the Visual Impact 
Study in 2002 . The site was on the east bound shoulder of Highway 76 at the eastern end of the old dairy . GPS coordi-
nates were logged and photographs were taken .

SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA
A significant impact is defined as a change to the visual environment from the project that is visible to a moderate 
level of viewers (1,000 or more per day) and that contains at least one of the following possible conditions:   
•	 Landform:  The project would result in a permanent adverse change in the natural landform character of a sce-

nic area .  This change must not only be noticeable to a moderate to large number of viewers, but the contrast 
must dominate other adjacent landforms .

•	 Visual quality:  The project would clearly contrast with the existing visual elements of a moderate or high qual-
ity landscape assessment unit .  This contrast must be clearly visible to a moderate to large number of viewers and 
the contrast must dominate the visual scene to the point where the character and quality of the immediate area 
is permanently and significantly degraded .  

•	 Visual resources:  The project would result in the loss or significant degradation of a substantial amount of 
the physical resources that make up the local visual character .  These physical resources include vegetation, rock 
structures, naturally appearing water, structures, or landforms that make up the individual visual resources and 
contribute to the character of the landscape assessment unit . 

•	 View quality:  The project would block a substantial percentage of an existing view corridor of a regionally or 
subregionally important view scene, or prevent the physical or visual access to a viewing point from which the 
viewing scene can be seen .  An adverse effect would also occur if an alternative highly contrasts and dominates 
the viewing scene to the point where the view scene quality is substantially degraded .

•	 Neighborhood/community character:  The project would prevent the attainment of a design or other aes-
thetic goal that is part of an adopted community plan or other County approved document .  This visual character 
type is determined by line, form, color, contrast, texture, cultural features, scale and other elements that contrib-
ute to the character of the neighborhood and that are identified as important to the community .
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VISUAL IMPACT DISCUSSION
West Rim Location: 
This location is on Gregory Canyon Ltd . property adjacent to the top of Gregory Mountain . Visibility of the project site 
from the physical top of Gregory Mountain is almost non-existent as seen by the viewshed model and mass model 
shown on Figure 4 . Only the upper elevations of the project features are visible from the top of Gregory Mountain 
because the western rim of the mountain is far enough away horizontally to block the angle of view of the project fea-
tures below from the top of the mountain . The close proximity yet difficult access of the West Rim site (approximately 
140 feet west from the top of Gregory Mountain) would allow for a visitor to use this vantage point as a substitute for 
the physical top of the mountain, which would afford a greater view of the valleys and hills to the west, especially the 
lower canyon and hillside views blocked by the concave form of Gregory Mountain . Worst case scenarios are preferred 
in visual studies and as such, the West Rim location will be used in place of the physical top of the mountain . This loca-
tion is where the majority of the project is visible (70%), also shown on Figure 4 . This western vantage point looks over 
the canyon . Borrow/Stockpile Areas A and B, and the landfill footprint can be seen during the construction phase . Ero-
sion benches, vertical drain pipes, and lateral drainage culverts leading to the drain pipes can be seen as this location 
as it looks down over the top of the project . The West Rim location is entirely on Gregory Canyon Ltd . property and is 
therefore, limited to those with permission from Gregory Canyon Ltd . It is conceivable that if no one was given access 
to the property, then views from this location would not exist and visual impacts would be zero . 

East Rim (North Rim) Location: 
This location is also on Gregory Canyon Ltd . property . As seen on Figure 3 and on the photo panels below, visibility 
of the project features from this location is non-existent . The views are dramatic to the northwest, north and north 
east, but they do not include any of the proposed project . As such no photo simulations were necessary .

Medicine Rock: 
From this location, approximately 20% of the total project area is visible as shown on Figure 5 . Although Medicine Rock 
is in close proximity to the proposed project, there is an interceding ridge that obstructs the borrow/stockpile areas 
and a majority of the landfill footprint . As seen in the photo simulations, only a portion of the main slope can be seen . 
More and more of the slope becomes visible as the project progresses through time and the landfill grows in size . 
Drainage pipes of the landfill can be seen from this location as well . Portions of Borrow/Stockpile Area B may be seen 
through the existing vegetation . Lateral culverts will not be seen, but the tops of the slopes of the erosion benches 
will be visible . Because this is a Tribal resource, we can deduce that permission to access the land is restricted to Tribal 
members and this would represent the total number of visitors able to view the project from this location .

Prior Photo Simulation Location: 
This location will serve as a proxy location for a requested photo simulation 400 feet away . The location was requested 
by the Tribe . Both locations have comparable viewshed scores and are in close enough proximity that the sites could 
be used interchangeably as a means to assess impacts . The requested location had viewshed scores of: Landfill-64%, 
Borrow/Stockpile Area _-17%, Borrow Pit 2-29%, Total Composite-49% as compared to the prior location which scored: 
Landfill-65%, Borrow Pit 1-19%, Borrow Pit 2-31%, Total Composite-50% . In order to accept the previous simulation the 
mass model had to be compared with the prior simulation to ensure landfill height and mass were correct . Figure 6 
shows the previous photo simulation, a photo taken from the same location with a mass model of the proposed land-
fill . In comparing the previous simulation and the current massing model in Figure 6, the scale and size match, verify-
ing validity of the previous work allowing it to be accepted as a valid simulation . Besides the West Rim, this is the most 
exposed view in terms of visibility . The main slope of the landfill is in plain view of the travelers along SR 76 . Borrow/
Stockpile Area A is higher in elevation and as such is not viewed as much as the Landfill or Borrow/Stockpile Area B .

Views looking northwest, north and northeast from the west / north rim of Gregory Mountain
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Proposed Massing Model

Figure 4a - Viewshed, Mass 
Model for West Rim Van-
tage Point

Proposed Viewshed of West Rim

 Existing Massing Model 
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Figure 4b - Existing and Proposed Conditions for West Rim Vantage Point

Existing Conditions

Simulation Interim Conditions

Simulation Final Conditions



GREGORY CANYON LANDFILL
Visual Technical Study

Page 10

February 2012

Proposed Massing Model

Figure 5a - Viewshed, Mass 
Model for 
Medicine Rock 
Vantage Point

Proposed Viewshed of Medicine Rock

 Existing Massing Model 
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Existing Conditions

Simulation Interim Conditions

Simulation Final Conditions

Figure 5b - Existing and Proposed Conditions for Medicine Rock Vantage Point
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Figure 6a - Viewshed, Mass 
Model for 
Highway Vantage Point

Proposed Viewshed of Previous
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Figure 6b - Existing and Proposed Conditions for Highway Vantage Point

Existing Conditions

Massing Context Conditions

Massing Landfill Conditions
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VISUAL IMPACT SUMMARY
The potential impacts to the keyviews in question are varied . The West Rim is the most exposed location among the 
keyview locations . Potential viewers from this location see a majority of the project and are able to look down upon 
it from a higher vantage point . The East Rim location was not simulated as it does not lie within the viewshed of the 
landfill project . Access to each of these sites is problematic due to difficulty of terrain to be traversed to access them, 
and permission of access .  It is unknown if viewers will be able to access the locations legally . Views of the landfill from 
Medicine Rock will increase with time as the landfill grows in height . One keyview in particular, the site of the previous 
photo simulation will impact road users . The site is able to see approximately half the project area and will be viewed 
by potential road users . The effects at this location are detailed in the previous impact analysis prepared in 2002 . 

1. East Rim Site: The view from the property line (East Rim) would not result in a significant visual impact as a result of 
the implementation of the Gregory Canyon landfill . This is because this area is completely outside of the viewshed 
with no chance of a person in this location seeing any part of the landfill . Though the sensitivity of viewers would be 
extremely high, the actual number of viewers would be very low . 

•	 Is	the	view	available	to	1,000	or	more	viewers	per	day? No, only a handful would access this difficult to 
reach location at any one time . Even if more than a handful accessed the site, visibility is very limited from this 
vantage point .

•	 Would	the	project	result	in	an	adverse	change	to	the	natural	Landform?	Only the distant landform changes as-
sociated with the borrow / stockpiles can be seen from this location .  

•	 Would	the	project	clearly	contrast	with	existing	moderate	or	high	quality	landscape	units	that	make	up	the	Vi-
sual	quality	of	the	area?	The landscape units in the area are of high quality and the project does contrast with 
this quality, however the landfill surfaces and the majority of the stockpiles can not be seen from this location .

•	 Will	the	project	result	 in	the	loss	of	physical	Visual	resources?	Yes, the project will result in the loss of some 
visual resources including rock outcrops, vegetation and natural landforms of the canyon area, however these 
resources can not be seen from this location .  

•	 Will	the	project	block	an	existing	view	corridor,	change	a	regionally	important	view	scene	or	cause	the	removal	of	
access to viewing locations for the general public that would effect the overall View	quality	or	the	area?	The 
project will change some of the character of the sub-regionally important viewing scene which includes Gregory 
Mountain and the adjacent canyons and valleys . However, from this vantage point, no changes in the viewing 
scene, view corridor or viewing location are possible .

•	 	Will	the	project	prevent	the	attainment	of	adopted	design,	planning	or	aesthetic	goals	found	in	adopted	poli-
cies that protect Neighborhood/community	character? The site is designated Public/Semi-Public Lands with 
Solid Waste Facility Designator and is zoned Solid Waste Facility .  However, some of the adjacent properties in 
the surrounding valley fall under various overlays including Agricultural Preserve and Scenic Area .  The proposed 
landfill conforms with the General Plan, zoning, and Proposition C .  Thus, the project and changes to the visual 
setting would not conflict with adopted policies and goals . Therefore, no impacts to neighborhood or community 
character will result from the project in regards to conformance of adopted design, planning or aesthetic goals .  

Impact Significance: No visual quality, visual character or landform quality impact would be seen from this location, 
therefore no impacts would be considered possible from this East Rim site.

2. Top of Gregory Mountain: The view from the top of Gregory Mountain is nearly the same as the West Rim site, though 
slightly more outside of the viewshed . Therefore, evaluation of this site would be the same as the West Rim site.
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3. West Rim Site: The West Rim site has a very high degree of visibility of the proposed landfill and its stockpiles . The proposed 
changes are dramatic in terms of landform, color, texture, as well as levels of disturbance and contrasts with the current natural 
setting of the site . These changes would be noticed, especially in the mid-term of the project . Based on the implementation 
of the mitigation measures documented in the 2002 visual study, the long-term visual contrast would be much less . The 
proposed changes would normally be considered a significant visual impact, however, due to the very limited number of indi-
viduals with the potential to get to this site, and the fact that access needs to be obtained, this view would not be considered 
a public view . 

•	 Is	the	view	available	to	1,000	or	more	viewers	per	day? No, only a handful would access this difficult to reach loca-
tion at any one time .

•	 Would	the	project	result	in	an	adverse	change	to	the	natural	Landform?	Adjacent landform changes associated with the 
borrow / stockpiles can be seen from this location as can a significant portion of the proposed landfill . These changes 
would be noticed and would contrast with the existing setting . However, only a limited number of individuals would see 
these changes and the general public does not have legal access to this portion of Gregory Mountain . 

•	 Would	the	project	clearly	contrast	with	existing	moderate	or	high	quality	landscape	units	that	make	up	the	Visual qual-
ity	of	the	area?	The landscape units in the area are of high quality and the project does contrast with this quality .

•	 Will	the	project	result	in	the	loss	of	physical	Visual	resources?	Yes, the project will result in the loss of some visual re-
sources including rock outcrops, vegetation and natural landforms of the canyon area that could be seen from the West 
Rim site .  

•	 Will	the	project	block	an	existing	view	corridor,	change	a	regionally	important	view	scene	or	cause	the	removal	of	ac-
cess to viewing locations for the general public that would effect the overall View	quality	or	the	area?	The project will 
change some of the character of the sub-regionally important viewing scene which includes Gregory Mountain and the 
adjacent canyons and valleys . 

•	 	Will	the	project	prevent	the	attainment	of	adopted	design,	planning	or	aesthetic	goals	found	in	adopted	policies	that	
protect Neighborhood/community	character? The site is designated Public/Semi-Public Lands with Solid Waste Facil-
ity Designator and is zoned Solid Waste Facility .  However, some of the adjacent properties in the surrounding valley fall 
under various overlays including Agricultural Preserve and Scenic Area .  The proposed landfill conforms with the General 
Plan, zoning, and Proposition C . Thus, the project and changes to the visual setting would not conflict with adopted poli-
cies and goals . Therefore, no impacts to neighborhood or community character will result from the project in regards to 
conformance of adopted design, planning or aesthetic goals . 

Impact Significance: A very limited number of individuals are ever likely to access this portion of the site and those that do, must be 
with the permission of Gregory Canyon limited, and would then by definition not be considered public view.  If more than 1,000 or more 
viewers a day could publicly access this site, then the contrasts listed above would need to be considered significant. However, since this 
key view location fails on the first criteria listed above, these adverse changes could not be considered significant.
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4. Medicine Rock Site: The view from Medicine Rock, does represent a contrast to the landform compared to the cur-
rent views from the site . The short term and mid term views will be unaffected . However, at about 75% of the landfill 
maximum height, the view from Medicine Rock will include a view of the landfill . The uphill view will not see the detail 
of the grading benches nor the active areas of the actual trash debris handling areas . However, the slightly unnatural 
form of the benching and the appearance of drainage pipes and gunite channels will contrast with the current setting . 
Though only a few individuals access this site, their sensitivity is extremely high . 

•	 Is	the	view	available	to	1,000	or	more	viewers	per	day? No, only a handful would access this location at any 
time .

•	 Would	the	project	result	in	an	adverse	change	to	the	natural	Landform?	The project landform changes would 
not be seen until the project is at least 50-75% complete . The landform changes that can be seen would contrast 
with the existing landform since it would contain constructed benches, slopes and gunite swales that are not 
consistent with the landform character of the area . 

•	 Would	the	project	clearly	contrast	with	existing	moderate	or	high	quality	landscape	units	that	make	up	the	Vi-
sual	quality	of	the	area?	The landscape units in the area are of high quality and the project does contrast with 
this quality .

•	 Will	the	project	result	in	the	loss	of	physical	Visual	resources?	Yes, the project will result in the loss of visual re-
sources including rock outcrops, vegetation and natural landforms of the canyon but these can not be seen from 
this location .  

•	 Will	the	project	block	an	existing	view	corridor,	change	a	regionally	important	view	scene	or	cause	the	removal	of	
access to viewing locations for the general public that would effect the overall View	quality	or	the	area?	From 
this vantage point, changes in the view quality are not possible .

•	 Will	the	project	prevent	the	attainment	of	adopted	design,	planning	or	aesthetic	goals	found	in	adopted	poli-
cies that protect Neighborhood/community	character?	The site is designated Public/Semi-Public Lands with 
Solid Waste Facility Designator and is zoned Solid Waste Facility .  However, some of the adjacent properties in 
the surrounding valley fall under various overlays including Agricultural Preserve and Scenic Area .  The proposed 
landfill conforms with the General Plan, zoning, and Proposition C  Thus, the project and changes to the visual set-
ting would not conflict with adopted policies and goals . Therefore, no impacts to neighborhood or community 
character will result from the project in regards to conformance of adopted design, planning or aesthetic goals . 

Impact Significance: A limited number of individuals are ever likely to access this area although it is not under the control 
of Gregory Canyon Limited and it should be considered a public viewing location.  If more than 1,000 or more viewers a day 
were possible, then the first criteria would be met and contrasts with the landform, and visual quality of the area would then 
be considered significant. However, since the first criteria is not met, then the adverse impacts would not be considered 
significant.

5.  Highway View: The view from across the highway is very similar to the view already found in the 2002 visual impact 
study . The accuracy of the visual simulation as seen from this location has been established and therefore the original 
impact assessment would be the same. The reader should reference the original study for any discussion on the 
impacts from this other keyview . This keyview does meet the first criteria of more than 1,000 persons per day and will 
be highly visible and will contrast highly with the landform and the visual quality of the area . This key view also would  
show changes and losses in the visual resources found on site and would also make it difficult to meet neighborhood 
and community character goals and policies . 
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APPENDIX

BASIC VIEWSHED ANALYSIS DEFINITIONS AND PROCESSES

The definition of a viewshed in a modern dictionary is simple enough to give the layperson a basic idea of what a viewshed is: 

Viewshed: the natural environment that is visible from one or more viewing points .(Merriam-Webster)

Compared to the definition, how a viewshed is visualized and measured is a different story . Geographic information systems 
(GIS) are used to calculate viewsheds . In GIS, Viewshed Analysis can be described as the determination of visibility of a surface 
DEM (digital elevation model) by one or more observer points located on that surface . The visibility of each surface cell center 
is determined by comparing the altitude angle of the cell center (surface) with the altitude angle to the local horizon of each 
observer point . The local horizon is computed by considering the intervening terrain between the point of observation and 
the current cell center . If the point lies above the local horizon, it is considered visible (Figure A) . The landform surface model 
was obtained from an existing digital elevation model for San Diego County that was combined with elevation values from 
proposed contours of the landfill project, obtained from the project’s Civil Engineer . The resolution of each surface cell ana-
lyzed in the model is 10 meters by 10 meters, or approximately 1,076 square feet . 

Viewshed Processes: A viewshed for a single vantage point may be run across a surface in order to predict what can be seen 
from that single vantage point . This is valuable in validating whether areas across the surface are visible or not from that spe-
cific location . This does not, however, give us quantitative information about the degree visibility of a given area . To simulate 
how many project features, or how much project area can be seen, a viewshed can be run from the project features (or area) 
using this surface . Many visual test points are used in these modes and the visible points can be added up to give an idea of 
the overall extent of the Viewshed . 

DEM Accuracy: Accuracy of DEM data depends on the source and resolution of the data samples . DEM data accuracy is derived 
by comparing linear interpolation elevations in the DEM with corresponding map location elevations and computing the 
statistical standard deviation or root-mean-square error (RMSE) . The RMSE is used to describe the DEM accuracy . In terms of 
vertical accuracy of the measurements of the digital elevation model, 90 percent have a vertical accuracy of 7-meters (21 feet) 
RMSE or better and 10 percent are in the 8-to 15-meter range (24-45 feet) . 

To gauge the impact of the separate project features, and for the entire project as a whole, four separate viewsheds were gen-
erated . For the purposes of this study and ease of analysis, 100 equally spaced observer points were generated inside project 
area boundaries . The visibility of these project points across the surface was used to determine total visibility of the project 
features across the surface of the project area . The viewsheds of the project points located within the project area then serve 
as a guide to show the extent (percentage of the 100 observation points) of the project area is visible . The viewsheds serve to 
predict which preselected vantage points (Medicine Rock, Top of the Mountain, East Rim, or locations along property line) will 
be able to see project features . The process also allows the discovery of other potential vantage points from which the project 
is most readily observable . In this analysis, the keyview location with the greatest visibility is located 140 feet west of Top of the 
Mountain . Though Mountain Top is slightly higher, the convex curve of the landform towards the west, actually blocks views 
of the landfill itself . 

The same digital elevation model used in calculating the visibility of the proposed project was used to construct a 3D landform 
model of the terrain . This landform model is referred to as a TIN or Triangular Irregular Network . A TIN surface is more detailed 
and faceted than a DEM of similar resolution and thus more appropriate for use in visualizing surface features . The TIN surface 
is brought into programs that can view data in three dimensions . This way, existing surface conditions and proposed changes 
to the surface by the proposed project are able to be accurately contrasted in a three dimensional environment . 
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Figure A
How a viewshed works

3D Mass Model with Draped Aerial

Figure B
How a human eye works
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Vantage Points: Vantage Points are unique locations that can be navigated to within a 3D model . A photograph can 
be mimicked in a three dimensional model so that surface features in the 3D model lineup with surface features in the 
photograph . A photograph with a known location and direction of view is a replication of a vantage point on earth 
captured at a specific point in time . Photographs are, however, perspectives of a vantage point . The perspective of a 
photograph can be distorted by the angle of the lens taking the picture . A narrow focus will bring far objects closer 
in perspective and a wide angle will incorporate a larger field of view and make elements seem further away, based 
on perspective . 

Dynamics of Human Sight: The human eye behaves in the same way as a camera lens . However, the eye functions like 
six camera lenses at once, with the human brain stitching the images together as one continuous perceived image . 
The perspective of a human being depends on what the human eye is attempting to focus on . When reading or fo-
cusing on a foreground image, the eye limits its focus on a 2-degree view, similar to what a view through a microscope 
or telescope views (see Figure B) . When viewing something in the foreground several feet away, the eye functions like 
a 55mm camera lens and takes in a 30-degree view . When each eye combines images in parallax or binocular vision, 
it takes in about a 45-degree view . A middleground view where perception of shape, detail, scale and texture is fully 
perceived, is known as field of vision, which is approximately 90-degrees . The normal field of vision is similar to a wide 
angle lens of about 23mm . Finally, the human eye is able to perceive movement, texture and tone out to 160-degrees 
or more . A fisheye lens of 3mm can image a similar view . The biggest difference between the human eye and the 
camera imaging lens mentioned above, is that the human eye can stitch these images together into one perceived 
image, without the viewer perceiving that they are from several sources of the eye and iris focus levels . The human eye 
cannot be duplicated in flat two dimensional images . However, the most accurate size and perspective is derived from 
producing images taken through a 50 to 55 mm lens . If extent of view blockage or context is important, then a second 
simulation should be produced that more closely matches a wide-angle lens of about 18 to 23 mm . 

Visual Simulation Methodology: The visual simulations constructed for this study are performed with a camera lens that 
most approximates a human perspective (35mm lens converted through a formula that is approximately 50mm) focus 
of about 45 degrees . Since many cameras these days are digital, digital cameras gather information such as the degree 
of focus used when the photo was shot . With a known lens size (35mm) and distance of focus (18mm-55mm), and digi-
tal multiplier (1 .6 for the camera used on this study), one is able to compute the field of view angle for any photo taken 
in the field . When replicating the vantage point locations in the 3D model, the field of view angle value is applied to 
the 3D application so that output from the models matches the exact perspective from the field photo, depending 
on what the length of focus was used when the photo was taken . It is also important to photograph the image in 
the field, holding the camera horizontally . Often people will keep the camera level to the ground, even though the 
ground may be sloping away . Perspective is dramatically affected by viewing angles that are not horizontal .
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1.0 Introduction
The Aspen Road alternative to the Gregory Canyon Landfill 
is located to the northeast of the community of Fallbrook, in 
north San Diego county. The is site is bordered by the Santa 
Margarita River valley to the north and west, Red Mountain to 
the south, and Rainbow Glen Road/Interstate 15 (I-15) to the 
east. The central portion of the site is accessed by Aspen Road 
(see Figure 1: Vicinity Map and Site Boundaries). 

1.1 Purpose of the Visual Resources 
Report

The Aspen Road Visual Impact Assessment Technical Report 
assesses the potential visual impacts of the construction of 
a landfill at the Aspen Road alternative site. The report also 
proposes measures to mitigate any adverse visual impacts as-
sociated with the alternative.

1.2 Key Issues
The Aspen Road alternative presents the following key issues 
that will need to be addressed in this study:

•	 Introduction of a massive man-made landform, located 
high in the viewing scene, that dominates the landscape 
below

•	 Creation of a man-made ridgeline, visible from both east 
and west of the site 

•	 Elimination of a viewing corridor to regionally significant 
mountains to the east and west of the site

•	 Removal of visual resources such as trees/vegetation and 
rock outcroppings

1.3 Principal Key Views to be Covered
The land surrounding the site of the Aspen Road is primarily 
vacant/undeveloped land and rural residential/agricultural 
land.  The regional thoroughfare of I-15 passes within the vi-
cinity of the site to the east and the community of Fallrook 
lies to the southwest. Because of the area’s varied topogra-
phy, views of the site abound. Many of these views, howev-
er, are private views. Although there are publicly accessible 
parks and trails near the site, views to the site are blocked by 
vegetation and/or topography. The most significant public 
viewing locations, therefore, are public roadways. This study 
primarily analyzes visual impacts to public viewing locations 
to the north, east, and west of the site (views from the south 
are largely obscured by existing terrain). Secondarily, the 
study analyzes views from private viewing locations.

The primary key views analyzed include:

•	 Via Vaquero Road (with key views from north of the site)

•	 Rainbow Glen Road (with key views from east of the site)

•	 Rainbow Heights Road (with key views from southeast 
of the site)

•	 Riverview Drive (with key views from southwest of the 
site)

•	 Stage Coach Lane (with key views from west of the site)

2.0 Alternative Description and 
Regulatory Framework

The following sections provide an overview of the alternative 
and the land use/development regulations governing the al-
ternative site and its surroundings.

2.1 Alternative Description
The Aspen Road alternative would be a Class III sanitary land-
fill and the conceptual site boundary covers approximately 
456 acres, although the final footprint of the landfill is expect-
ed to be less than 165 acres. While a fully developed alterna-
tive would include site plans detailing access roads, ancillary 
facilities, and various utility-related structures, this visual im-
pact analysis is based on conceptual plan information. This 
site is being reviewed for comparison purposes with Gregory 
Canyon and is not currently being pursued by a project appli-
cant. The conceptual plans referenced in this report include 
basic details such as maximum fill contours and potential 
zones for stockpiles and ancillary facilities.

It is expected that than an average of 3,200 tons per day (tpd), 
or one million tons annually, will be deposited at the land-
fill over its life. Accounting for the volume occupied by the 
containment system, daily, intermediate, and final covers, the 
estimated site life is approximately 25 years. The finished el-
evation of the landfill is expected to be 1,465 feet Mean Sea 
Level (MSL).

The analysis includes two estimates of an interim condition. 
The viewshed analysis provides two scenarios, one with 
the landfill form and three interim borrow/stockpile loca-
tions (based on estimated maximum height during activity) 
and one final landfill form without the borrow/stockpiles. 
Additionally, one of the simulation models shown later in this 
study displays an estimated 50% full landfill form for compar-
ison to the 100% landfill form.
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Figure 1: Vicinity Map and Site Boundaries
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2.2 Land Use Designations and Zoning
The visual character surrounding a site is primarily influenced 
by the adjacent land uses. Existing land uses establish the 
current visual environment, while planned land uses and 
zoning provide clues as to the nature of the future visual 
environment.

2.2.1 Existing Land Use
The Aspen Road alternative site is currently vacant/undevel-
oped land. A few buildings/trailers are located on the site, 
and limited access is provided by Aspen Road, but the vast 
majority of the site remains in its natural state. 

The area surrounding the site is characterized by low-inten-
sity uses of a rural and/or agricultural nature. According to 
San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG) data from 
2009, existing land uses near the alternative site include: ru-
ral residential, mobile home park, strip commercial, orchard/
vineyard, open space park/preserve, reservoir, intensive agri-
culture, field crops, and vacant/undeveloped.

2.2.2 Proposed Land Use
General plans provide a community a vision for growth for 
20-30 years. These documents establish common goals and 
policies that guide the more specific development guidelines 
and regulations contained in documents like the zoning or-
dinance. San Diego County adopted an update of its General 
Plan in August 2011. The land uses proposed by the 2011 San 
Diego County General Plan for the vicinity of the site include:

•	 Public Agency Lands (Santa Margarita Preserve)
•	 Public/Semi-Public Facilities (Red Mountain Reservoir)
•	 Rural Lands (RL-20)
•	 Rural Lands (RL-40)
•	 Semi-Rural Residential (SR-1)
•	 Semi-Rural Residential (SR-2)
•	 Semi-Rural Residential (SR-10)
•	 Village Residential (VR-4.3)
•	 Rural Commercial

Below is a brief discussion of the differences between the 
existing and proposed land uses near the alternative site. 
Please note, the General Plan designations are applied to ar-
eas larger than the existing land use designations mentioned 
in Section 2.2.1. As such, proposed land use categories that 
are in keeping with the character of exiting land use descrip-
tions are not considered to represent a change of land use.

Differences in existing and proposed land uses include:

•	 Both the existing land use and proposed land use indi-
cate various intensities of semi-rural, rural, and agricul-
tural land uses surrounding the site, as well as preserva-
tion of open space along the Santa Margarita River.

2.2.3 Zoning
Zoning within San Diego County has various mechanisms 
for controlling land use and development standards. Zones 
are commonly named or referred to by their Use Designation 
(A70, RR, S88, etc.). The standards for land use within these 
designations are shared, while the standards for development 
depend on a number of different factors. Detailed discussion 
of the zoning regulations affecting the visual aspects of the 
Aspen Road alternative site is included in Section 2.3.2.3. 
Below is a discussion of significant differences between the 
existing zoning and proposed land use discussed in the pre-
vious section:

•	 Both the existing zoning and proposed land use indicate 
rural/limited agricultural uses on and immediately sur-
rounding the site. Zoning is expected to be conformed 
to the 2011 General Plan land use designations in the 
coming years.

2.3 Regulatory Framework
The Aspen Road alternative is within the jurisdictional control 
of the County of San Diego. A variety of plans and policies 
were reviewed in order to determine conformance with vi-
sual goals and policies.

2.3.1 Visual Resource Guidance
The County of San Diego provides guidelines for determining 
significance in relation to visual resource impacts. The guide-
lines address impacts related to landform quality, visual qual-
ity, view quality, and community plans and policies.

2.3.2 General Plan
Land Use Element

Goal LU-2: Maintenance of the County’s Rural Character

Policy LU 2.8: Mitigation of Development Impacts. Require 
measures that minimize significant impacts to surrounding 
areas from uses or operations that cause excessive noise, vi-
brations, dust, odor, aesthetic impairment and/or are detri-
mental to human health and safety.
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Goal LU-12: Infrastructure and Services Supporting 
Development

Policy LU 12.4: Planning for Compatibility. Plan and site infra-
structure for public utilities and public facilities in a manner 
compatible with community character, minimize visual and 
environmental impacts, and whenever feasible, locate any fa-
cilities and supporting infrastructure outside preserve areas.

Conservation and Open Space Element

Goal COS-11: Preservation of Scenic Resources

Policy COS 11.1: Protection of Scenic Resources. Require 
the protection of scenic highways, corridors, regionally sig-
nificant scenic vistas, and natural features, including promi-
nent ridgelines, dominant landforms, reservoirs, and scenic 
landscapes.

Interstate 15, between Escondido city limits and Riverside 
County line;

Mission Road, between SR76 and Interstate 15

Policy COS 11.3: Development Siting and Design. Requirement 
development within visually sensitive areas to minimize visu-
al impacts and to preserve unique or special visual features, 
particularly in rural areas, through the following:

•	 Creative site planning
•	 Integration of natural features into the project
•	 Appropriate scale, materials, and design to complement 

the surrounding natural landscape
•	 Minimal disturbance of topography
•	 Clustering of development so as to preserve a balance 

of open space vistas, natural features, and community 
character

•	 Creation of contiguous open space networks

Goal COS-12: Preservation of Ridgelines and Hillsides

Policy 12.1: Hillside and Ridgeline Development Density. 
Protect undeveloped ridgelines and steep hillsides by main-
taining semi-rural or rural designations on these areas.

Policy 12.2: Development Location on Ridges. Require devel-
opment to preserve the physical features by being located 
down and away from ridgelines so that structures are not sil-
houetted against the sky.

2.3.3 Fallbrook Community Plan
The Fallbrook Community Plan supplements all existing 
Elements of the San Diego County General Plan with specific 
emphasis on the planning needs of the Fallbrook subregion. 
The Plan reflects, to the maximum possible extent, consis-
tency with General Plans of each of the six incorporated cities 
located within the Subregion.

Land Use

Goal LU 2.4: New development within Fallbrook that is 
designed to be sensitive to the community character, 
while encouraging the upgrade and beautification of ex-
isting development.

Policy LU 2.4.1: Require development to preserve viable ma-
ture trees and significant landforms in all public and private 
development projects, to the maximum extent feasible.

Policy LU 2.4.6: Require grading impacts to be minimized and 
require landscaped areas disturbed by grading to be reveg-
etated, control drainage and runoff so as not to exceed the 
rate associated with the property prior to grading.

Conservation and Open Space

Goal COS 1.2: Community Forests

Policy COS 1.2.1: Protect heritage and large native trees

Policy COS 1.2.2: Encourage planting trees, while discourag-
ing the unnecessary removal of trees in association with new 
development, as well as in public rights-of-way and parking 
lots.

Goal COS 1.2 Preservation of open space areas unsuitable 
for intense development

Policy COS 1.2.2: Restrict the construction of concrete lined 
flood control channels to only where such channels are nec-
essary because of existing improvements that block flood 
flow and make the channelization mandatory. 

Goal COS 1.3 Water Resources

Policy COS 1.3.2: Support the enhancement (restoration, in-
vasive species removal, etc.) of natural drainage systems and 
natural hydrologic regimes of waterways.
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Goal COS 1.4 Appropriate use and conservation of min-
eral resources consistent with preservation of the natural 
landscape

Policy COS 1.4.1: Require restoration of terrain (vegetation, 
topography) to natural state within twelve months after com-
pletion of a mineral resource extraction project.

Resource Conservation Areas

The Resource Conservation Area (RCA) designation is applied 
to protect sensitive biological, archaeological, aesthetic, min-
eral, and water resources. Projects requiring environmen-
tal analysis under the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA) that occur within RCAs should be carefully analyzed 
to assess their impact on the RCA.

The Santa Margarita River and its surrounding terrain/tributar-
ies are designated as resource conservation area #3.

2.3.4 Zoning Ordinance
Portions of the County Zoning Ordinance that may affect the 
assessment of visual impacts include:

Agricultural Use Regulations: Limited Agricultural Use 
Regulations (A70) - Aspen

Building Type (C): Attached and Detached Non-Residential 
Structures Permitted

Max Height (G): 35 feet

Setback (C): Ranges from 15 feet to 60 feet

Special Regulations (C): Airport Land Use Compatibility Area. 
Requires additional review for compatibility of the proposed 
use with nearby airport operations. No specific design regula-
tions provided.

2.3.5 Resource Protection Ordinance (2007)
In order to protect and preserve the unique topography, 
ecosystems, and natural characteristics of San Diego County, 
the Board of Supervisors created the Resource Protection 
Ordinance. This ordinance creates special controls on devel-
opment impacting the County’s wetlands, floodplains, steep 
slopes, sensitive biological habitats, and prehistoric and his-
toric sites.

The County requires a Resource Protection Study be conduct-
ed as a part of certain discretionary permitting processes. If 
the Resource Protection Study identifies the presence of sen-
sitive resources, one or more of the following actions may be 
required as a condition of approval:

•	 Apply open space easements to portions of the project 
site that contain sensitive lands;

•	 Rezone the entire project site through the application of 
a special area designator for sensitive lands; or

•	 Other actions as determined by the decision-making 
body.

2.3.6 County of San Diego Board of 
Supervisors Hillside Development 
Policy (I-73)

It is the policy of the County that the development of build-
ing sites in hillside areas be planned and constructed in such 
a manner as to preserve, enhance, or improve the physical 
features of the area consistent with providing building sites 
while at the same time optimizing the aesthetic quality of 
the final product. Physical site resources may include: exist-
ing natural terrain; established vegetation; visually significant 
geologic displays; and portions of a site that have significant 
on-site vista points.

3.0 Visual Environment
Understanding the existing visual environment of the alter-
native site and its surroundings is key in assessing changes 
produced by the alternative. The following sections discuss 
the setting of the alternative, describe existing landscape 
character units, and analyze site visibility from within the 
region.

3.1 Setting
The Aspen Road alternative site is located in northern San 
Diego County, northeast of the community of Fallbrook and 
west of the community of Rainbow. The site itself is character-
ized by undeveloped hillsides and canyons and is surrounded 
by an open space/river preserve, agriculture, and rural resi-
dential development. The land surrounding the site exhibits 
varied topography, with both minor and major riparian cor-
ridors, surrounded by hills and mountains of all scales. 
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3.2 Landscape Units
In order to better understand the visual context of the area 
surrounding the Aspen Road alternative, visual landscape 
units have been established and described. These landscape 
units possess consistent visual elements that produce a 
unique experience for the viewer. Landscape units can vary 
greatly in size, but even in very large landscape units, the vi-
sual environment should exhibit consistent visual character 
within its delineated boundaries. The following is a discus-
sion of the landscape units in the vicinity of the site. Figure 2 
shows the geographic limits of the landscape character units 
and is supplemented by photos of typical conditions within 
each unit.

Agriculture
North San Diego County has historically been a center of pro-
ductive agricultural use. Orchards and vineyards populate 
much of the region, including valleys, plains, and hillsides. 
Common agricultural products include avocados, citrus, 
strawberries, mushrooms, nursery trees/plants, and sod. The 
region is also used to raise livestock such as horses and poul-
try. The character of the agricultural landscape unit is typified 
by the existence of crop/orchard rows, open fields, livestock 
pens, canals/water delivery systems, and accessory structures 
such as barns, storage shelters, and tanks/wells. While these 
elements vary in appearance, they maintain a cohesive iden-
tity through the scarcity of man-made structures and overall 
urbanization. 

The agriculture landscape unit is only moderately sensitive 
to change based on the numerous uses generally associ-
ated with a rural/agrarian landscape. The landscape unit is 
compatible with most uses provided they do not introduce 
elements associated with a more urban environment such 
as closely spaced structures, widened roadways, increased 
number of roadways, parking areas, man-made lighting, and 
overall reduction of visual access to land. The areas of the 
most intensive agriculture are the nurseries to the southeast 
of the site in the community of Rainbow, east of Interstate 15, 
and to the north of the site along the ridgeline north of the 
Santa Margarita River.   

Freeway
The freeway landscape unit refers to the I-15 corridor that 
transects the study area. The dominant element in the land-
scape unit is the concrete surface of the northbound and 
southbound lanes. With four lanes in each direction, the ma-
jority of the viewing corridor is dominated by the lightly col-
ored, leveled roadway. Additional features are asphalt emer-
gency parking shoulders, gravel shoulders, and intermittent 
utilities/infrastructure such as call boxes, street lighting, road-
way signage, etc. The extent of I-15 included in this visual 
analysis does not include freeway landscaping beyond the 

native/invasive species that have spontaneously established 
themselves in the median and shoulder zones.

The freeway landscape unit itself is not sensitive to change. 
Freeways occur in every type of environment and the mini-
mal aesthetic quality of the freeway allows for integration of 
almost any element. Although the I-15 corridor is designated 
as scenic corridor by the County of San Diego, the sensitive 
visual resources protected by the designation relate to the 
landscape units adjacent to the freeway, rather than the free-
way itself. The freeway landscape unit is to the east of the site 
and runs northeast/southwest through the study area.

Rural Residential
The rural residential landscape unit is characterized by large-
lot, low-density residential development that exhibits the 
informal building style of the agricultural landscape unit, 
but not the dominance of agricultural uses. Rural residential 
development may have some limited agricultural production 
on-site, but is defined primarily by single family residences, 
large landscaped areas, and recreational amenities such as 
basketball courts, tennis courts, swimming pools, etc. While 
the development pattern of the rural residential landscape 
unit is low-density, the proliferation and density of landscap-
ing can limit views and view corridors, creating a more en-
closed viewing experience than in an agricultural setting.

The rural residential landscape unit is moderately sensitive to 
change. It is compatible with agricultural uses, but adversely 
affected by other non-residential uses and more densely de-
veloped residential uses. The rural residential landscape unit 
characterizes the development nearest the site, to the east, 
south, and west.

Semi-Rural Residential
The semi-rural residential landscape unit represents a fur-
ther urbanization of the rural residential landscape unit: lot 
sizes are not as large (although still large by urban standards), 
roads are wider, and agricultural use of property generally 
disappears. Public improvements such as curbs, sidewalks, 
and street lighting can occur. Semi-rural residential structures 
tend to be unique and can vary greatly in scale and building 
materials, negating a consistent character in terms of built 
form.

The semi-rural residential landscape unit is moderately sensi-
tive to change. It is a transition zone between urban/subur-
ban densities and more rural uses, but is potentially compat-
ible with both. The greatest sensitivity is to non-residential 
uses and building types typical in commercial or industrial 
development. The only concentration of the semi-rural resi-
dential landscape unit is to the southwest of the site, in the 
community of Fallbrook.
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Suburban Residential
The suburban residential landscape unit is typical of single-
family residential development in many cities. Lot sizes are 
smaller than in rural and semi-rural residential areas and 
use of property for agriculture disappears entirely. Public 
improvements such as curbs, sidewalks, and street lighting 
are typical, and many times provide distinctive character ele-
ments. Suburban residential neighborhoods are usually de-
veloped as part of a single development, and thus, the homes 
exhibit many of the same characteristics. For the purposed of 
this report, mobile home developments are classified as the 
suburban residential landscape character unit.
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The suburban residential landscape unit is moderately sensi-
tive to change. It is a transition zone between urban densities 
and more rural uses, but shares more characteristics with an 
urban setting than rural. The greatest sensitivity is to non-
residential uses and building types typical in commercial or 
industrial development.

The only suburban residential landscape unit in the study 
area is the mobile home park located next to I-15, north of 
Rainbow Glen Road.

Figure 2: Landscape Character Units
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Suburban Residential Utility

Undeveloped Hillside/Slope Waterway/Riparian

Utility
The facilities and infrastructure associated with the utility 
landscape unit are industrial in nature. The utility campuses 
near the alternative site are specifically water utility facilities. 
The sites are typically free of vegetation and feature large 
expanses on paved surfaces. There are facilities of varying 
sizes used for varying purposes, including holding tanks and 
basins.

The utility landscape unit is not sensitive to change. The qual-
ity of the visual environment on and off the site does not im-
pact its operations. Conversely, its use of the land changes 
the visual environment in substantial ways, but this change 
is expected and integral with the quarry’s economic purpose.

The Red Mountain Reservoir and associated facilities consti-
tute the only utility landscape unit in the study area.

Urban
The urban landscape unit is varied and contains many sub-
units that have their own visual qualities, however, because 
the urban environment is near the periphery of the study 
area and has almost no visibility to the site (discussed in 
greater detail later), it is identified as one landscape unit. The 
urban landscape unit is primarily characterized by its density 
of development and dominance of man-made structures. 
Roadways can be multi-lane, and right-of-way improvements 
can include sidewalks, landscaping, transit shelters, etc. Walls 
typically denote the boundary between properties and struc-
tures, rather than vegetation, and prove the most frequent 
obstruction to views and viewing corridors. Public viewing 
locations, however, can be more numerous than in rural set-
tings as the number of public roadways increases and public 
amenities such as trails and parks become more prevalent.
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The urban environment is defined by a mix of land uses 
and building types, and as a whole, has a low sensitivity to 
change. The closest urban environment exists in the commu-
nity of Fallbrook, to the southwest of the site.

Undeveloped/Hillside
The undeveloped/hillside landscape character area refers to 
the natural, undisturbed slopes of the hills and mountains 
surrounding the site. The unique visual environment created 
by these hillsides comes from the oak/chaparral plant com-
munities and distinctive rock outcroppings. The hills/moun-
tains themselves serve as landmarks to the surrounding low-
lands and canyons and create a dynamic visual backdrop.

The undeveloped hillside landscape unit is highly sensitive to 
change. Changes to the topography of the hillsides disrupt 
their natural geometry and, if located high on the slope, can 
be seen from great distances. Likewise, changes in the native 
vegetative cover can expose the light soil and/or rock below, 
creating an inconsistency in texture and color.

The site is surrounded by undeveloped hillsides to the north 
and south. There are also important contiguous stretches of 
undeveloped hillsides along the Santa Margarita River and to 
the east of the community of Rainbow.

Waterway/Riparian
The waterway/riparian landscape character area refers to the 
corridors of canyon and valley floors which convey either 
constant or intermittent water. The two key elements that 
distinguish this character area are water and dense plant 
growth. The waterway/riparian area supports an entire com-
munity of plant species that cannot survive even a short dis-
tance from water. Characteristics species include sycamores, 
cottonwoods, alders, California blackberries, horsetails, and 
willows. The dense plant growth provides critical habitat to 
animal species as well, and the corridors are used for both 
permanent habitation and as migratory routes.

Waterway/riparian landscape units are highly sensitive to 
change. Many of the riparian corridors are narrow, and thus, 
any interruption of the plant cover disrupts the visual conti-
nuity of the corridor. The dominance of natural elements such 
as rocks, trees, leaves, and water contrasts with the typically 
more sparsely vegetated canyon slopes, and contrasts even 
further with man-made structures. The primary riparian land-
scape unit within the study area is the Santa Margarita River 
and its tributaries. The Santa Margarita River is a regionally 
significant waterway and provides both habitat and migra-
tory routes for local wildlife. The river is located to the north 
and west of the site.

3.3 Viewshed
In establishing visual impacts of the alternative, the planning 
team conducted a viewshed analysis to determine which 
areas in the vicinity of the alternative would have a view of 
the site. Because the active use of a landfill is likely to last de-
cades, the visual assessment also discusses areas with views 
of alternative elements in their interim stages. 

3.3.1 Theoretical Viewshed Limits
A viewshed is defined as the geographical area within which 
at least some components or elements of the alternative are 
visible. The viewshed for the Aspen Road alternative was ana-
lyzed using aerial photographs, USGS topographic maps, and 
computer viewshed methodologies.

A theoretical model was developed utilizing Digital Elevation 
Models (DEM). These DEM files consist of x, y, and z data 
(north south, east west and elevational data) representing an 
area 10 meters by 10 meters per data point. This analysis is 
considered a theoretical limit since it only takes into account 
the position of the viewer, the location of the element being 
viewed, and the intervening topography. It does not analyze 
the effects of buildings, trees, and other structures that can 
severely limit the visibility of elements. It also does not take 
into account the effects of distance on the visibility of these 
elements. It does, however, represent the worst-case visibil-
ity of the alternative’s elements. In reality, intervening uses, 
structures and plant materials, as well as distance, can affect 
the overall significance of visual impacts. 

The viewshed was limited to a three-mile radius from the 
site and the computer model used a total of 100 observa-
tion points to determine the degree of visibility of the site. 
Observation points were arranged to reflect two scenarios: 
one where the landfill is under construction, including bor-
row/stockpiles areas and one where the landfill is completed 
and there are no remaining borrow/stockpiles. The borrow/
stockpile locations are generalized for this analysis as spe-
cific locations and grading information were not available. 
Approximate maximum heights were provided by Geosyntec 
for each location.

Ancillary facilities (maintenance facilities, scales, basins, 
flares, etc.) were not modeled in either scenario because of 
their relatively minor scale in comparison to the landfill and 
borrow/stockpile elements (maximum of approximately 30 
feet for ancillary facilities vs. hundreds of feet for the landfill 
and stockpiles). 
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3.3.2 Viewing Conditions
Viewing conditions can be determined by physical conditions 
including topography, temporary and permanent obstructions, 
lighting, and atmospheric conditions. 

Lighting can have a significant effect on views. Clouds and fog 
can also change viewing conditions by increasing or decreas-
ing contrast. Atmospheric conditions in San Diego County 
tend to be hazy a large percentage of the time. A combina-
tion of fog, mist, haze, and smog combine to decrease visibil-
ity. Often, details of visual features are not discernible when 
more than three miles away. Based on typical viewing condi-
tions in this area, objects more than two miles away gener-
ally will not be considered visually prominent. If these objects 
are large enough to be visible, they would not be prominent, 
since the distance decreases scale and contrast that is nor-
mally perceived by changes in texture, color, and pattern. 

3.3.3 Views of the Site
The viewshed analysis indicates that the Aspen Road alter-
native is highly visible from locations to north/northeast, 
west/southwest, and southeast (see Figure 3). The areas in 
the Gavilan Mountain vicinity (to the northwest), south of 
Red Mountain, along I-15, and in the community of Rainbow 
either have no visibility, or extremely limited visibility of the 
alternative, even at its finished elevation.

Of an estimated 2,855 dwelling units situated within the 
three mile radius of the site, approximately 1,260 fall within 
the viewshed of the completed landfill (see Figure 4 and 
Table 1). The percentage of roughly half of the dwelling units 
in the study area demonstrates that the alternative has rela-
tively high visibility. In addition, a cursory analysis of the zon-
ing that falls within the viewshed shows that the number of 
dwelling units allowed could increase more than fourfold (to 
7,878) if maximum densities were allowed on a dwelling unit/
acre basis.

Although the viewshed analysis shows that large areas 
around the site of the alternative would have a view of the 
finished landfill, field investigation determined that many of 
these viewing locations are private, including private road-
ways - some of which even restrict access by means of a gate. 
Also, some high visibility areas were discovered to be un-
developed, with no potential viewers. Many public viewing 
locations, on the other hand, do not have views to the site 
as indicated on the viewshed analysis because of significant 
vegetation. These “real world” factors significantly reduce 
the public viewing locations that would be impacted by the 
alternative.  

The second viewshed analysis, including borrow/stockpile 
locations and elevations, reveals that the stockpiles will not 
increase visibility to areas that do not already have a view to 
the landfill (see Figure 5).

4.0 Existing Visual Resources and 
Viewer Response

When determining potential impacts to the visual environ-
ment, a common vocabulary must be established to describe 
the aspect of a setting that could be altered or impacted by 
the alternative. Likewise, characteristics of potential viewers 
must be discussed and defined. The following sections pro-
vide these distinctions.

4.1 Existing Visual Resources
Visual resources are defined by their character and their 
quality. The character describes the elements that make the 
resource unique in terms of appearance, while the quality 
refers to the public perception of the resource and their reac-
tion to the resource.

4.1.1 Visual Character
The character of a visual resource can be further subdivided 
into pattern element and pattern character to better describe 
the distinctive features of a resource.

4.1.1.1 Pattern Elements
Visual character is generally defined by pattern elements 
such as form, spatial position relative to the viewer, line, color, 
texture, and detail.

The landforms of the area are large scale and dominant. The 
typical angle of slope is between 15 and 20 degrees with 
slopes ranging from 10-35%. The bottom of slopes are gener-
ally concave and gentle and convex toward the top. A strong 
contrast between these slopes and the ground plane exists. 
The abrupt change in slope at the floodplain level is very ap-
parent. The valleys and ridgelines of the nearby mountains 
provide the distinguishing background for views in the area.

The site is spatially positioned above viewers or at eye level, 
although interceding ridges block parts of the landfill mass. 
This position high in the viewing scene acts to emphasize and 
magnify changes on the site.

Line characteristics that naturally occur consist of the hill-
side slopes, ridgelines, and the curvilinear path of the Santa 
Margarita River. I-15 represents a significant man-made visual 
and physical division in the landscape, as well as the edges of 
development in Fallbrook and Rainbow.



March 2012

Aspen Road Landfill

Visual Impact Assessment Technical Report

12

GIRD

RECHE

FALLBROOK

ALVARADO

ST
AGE C

OACH

LIVE OAK PARK

ST
A

G
E 

C
O

A
C

H

LIV
E O

A
K PA

RK

1350

1250

1400

1300

1200

1100

1150

1050 1000

1460

1300

1250

1150

3 Miles

Project 
Boundary

0 1 20.5
Miles

County of
San Diego

County of
San Diego

County of
Riverside

Figure 3: Viewshed of Final Landfill Form
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Zoning* Acres In 
Viewshed

Existing 
Dwelling 
Units**

Density Allowed 
in Zone (DU/
Acre)***

Dwelling Units 
Allowed in 
Zone****

Potential 
Additional 
Houses

A70 - Limited Agricultural 3,696 951 0.125 - 1 3,696 2,745

RR - Rural Residential 2,067 306 1 - 2 4,134 3,828

S80 - Open Space Use 379 0 0.125 47 47

TOTAL 6,142 1,257 7,878 6,621

Table 1: Viewshed Acreage and Residential Viewer Projection

* Riverside County zoning categories translated into San Diego County equivalent

**  Dwelling unit numbers reflect SANDAG data from 2009 and Riverside County data from 2003-2004 

***  Densities can vary within each zoning use category.

**** Assumes maximum density.

There is no dominant color pattern to the visual context of 
the site. Although large areas are relatively undisturbed and 
exhibit the typical native chaparral, sage cover, and rock 
outcroppings, other areas introduce the myriad colors asso-
ciated with man-made structures and agricultural develop-
ment. Likewise, texture and detail vary depending on view-
ing location.

4.1.1.2 Pattern Character
Pattern character can be described in terms of harmony, vari-
ety, contrast, and scale. The natural elements of the hillsides 
and the valleys can be considered harmonious. Likewise, the 
agricultural uses of pastures, orchards, and row crops are also 
harmonious with each other and the native landscape. Non-
harmonious elements include the quarries, roadways, and 
development at suburban and urban densities.

Variety and contrast exist within the context of the alterna-
tive site. To a certain extent, the existing residential develop-
ment surrounding the site balances the forms of man-made 
and natural elements, creating a complimentary mix of both 
forms. For instance, residential development in the northeast 
portion of Fallbrook follows canyon ridgelines, balancing the 
natural form of the tributaries of the Santa Margarita River 
with the character of semi-rural residential development. 
Some exceptions include roadway cuts on the area hillsides, 
where man-made lines contrast with those of the existing 
landform.

The context of the alternative site is memorable, due to the 
distinctive canyons and ridgelines. The change in vertical ele-
vation from valley floor to the ridgelines, combined with their 
undeveloped nature, greatly contribute to the experience. 

The scale of the area varies from the broad mountains to the 
narrow, linear riparian corridors in the valleys. Man-made/
cultural elements also vary in scale, from the small-lot mobile 
home development along I-15, to the large scale agricultural/
nursery operations in the community of Rainbow. The I-15 
freeway corridor, while narrow, is regional in scale in terms of 
its connectivity and views. 

4.1.2 Visual Quality
The visual quality of the area is described in terms of its vivid-
ness, intactness, and scarcity of the specific visual elements.

The planning team evaluated each landscape unit in terms 
of its physical and perceptual quality, individually assessing 
elements such as landform, vegetation, water, harmony, viv-
idness, and scarcity (see Appendix A for evaluation forms). 
Figure 6 shows the results of this evaluation in terms of high, 
moderate, and low visual character of each landscape unit. 
The point totals for each landscape unit in terms of physical 
and perceptual quality are provided in Table 2.

The areas with the highest visual quality are scattered 
throughout the study area. The landscape character unit rep-
resenting the largest area of high visual quality is the unde-
veloped hillside character unit. This unit also surrounds the 
alternative site on the north and south. The Santa Margarita 
River corridor, while a smaller land area, also represents a 
landscape character unit with high visual quality. The freeway 
in the southeastern portion of the study area has a low visual 
quality. 
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The many residential and agricultural areas further away from 
the alternative site have a moderate visual quality. These ar-
eas have desirable/unique characteristics, but their visual 
quality is tempered by disorganization and/or a variety of 
forms within the character unit. The low visual quality ar-
eas are the landscape units of quarry, utility, and urban. The 
utility landscape character unit is rated as having low visual 
quality because of the chaotic appearance it presents and the 
disruption it causes to other landscapes nearby. The urban 
landscape unit is rated as low because of its lack of a single, 
cohesive identity, form, or character.

4.2 Viewer Response Assessment
The response of viewers to a change in the viewing scene can 
be estimated by analyzing elements such as viewing distanc-
es, viewer sensitivity, and viewing duration. Table 3 displays 
theses elements as they relate to the various viewer groups 
present near the site.

The viewer group with the highest sensitivity to change is 
residents near the alternative site. Residents are most sensi-
tive because of the length of the duration of their exposure, 
the close proximity to the site (for some residents), their sig-
nificant investment in property, and the value they place on 
the visual setting. The greatest concentration of residents 
near the site is to the southwest in Fallbrook, with fewer num-
bers of homes to the east and north. Residents, however, are 
viewing from private viewing locations.

The closest public viewing location would be along public 
roadways in the vicinity of the site. The most highly traveled 
roadways near the site, I-15 and Mission Road, are shielded 
from views to the site by either topography, vegetation, or 
other man-made obstructions. The remaining roadways pro-
vide glimpses of the site, but are traveled by a host of driv-
ers with varying levels of interest in the surrounding visual 
environment.

5.0 Visual Impact Assessment
The visual impacts of the alternative are determined by assess-
ing changes to existing visual resources by the alternative and 
predicting viewer response to any visual losses or contrasts. 
Visual resource change can result from the loss of visual re-
sources which contribute to the visual character of the area 
and/or the introduction of visually prominent elements that 
contrast negatively with the visual quality/character of the 
area. These impacts can be to landform, the visual quality or 
the visual character of the site.

The viewer response to changes in the visual environment 
created by the alternative is determined by viewer exposure 
and viewer sensitivity to the alternative. The resulting level 
of visual impact is determined by combining the severity of 
resource change with the degree to which people are likely 
to oppose or be disturbed by the change, weighted by the 
quantity and viewing duration of the changes.

Later sections of the report include realistic computer simula-
tions of the alternative, along with simplified photographic 
integration of computer models placed over top of existing 
visual resources shown in the photographs. 

The following sections detail the terminology used to analyze 
these simulations, as well as the process followed to select 
the simulated key views from numerous candidate key view 
photos/locations.

5.1 Definitions of Visual Impact Levels
The definitions below will be used in the remainder of this 
report:

No Impact

Changes in the visual environment have no impact on exist-
ing visual resources. NOTE: If improvements in the visual envi-
ronment occur as a result of the alternative, the impact would 
also be classified as “no impact.”

Less than significant impact

Impacts below that of significance can result when the chang-
es to existing visual resources are not be perceived negatively 
by viewers, the number of viewers is low, the contrast with 
existing resources is too small, or the contrast occurs in an 
area with low visual quality/low sensitivity to visual changes. 
NEPA requires mitigation for all levels of adversity, even those 
considered to be below a level of significance.

Significant Impact

Changes in the visual environment produce a significant im-
pact when they introduce a moderate or high level of con-
trast to the visual resource, resulting in a viewer response that 
is moderately or highly negative. Mitigation will be required 
to reduce the impact to a less-than-significant level.
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Table 2: Visual Quality Inventory Evaluation Summary

Unit Name Physical Perceptual Total Quality 
Category

Agriculture 11 2 13 Moderate

Freeway 4 3 7 Low

Rural Residential 11 3 14 Moderate

Semi-Rural Residential 11 3 14 Moderate

Suburban Residential 11 5 16 Moderate

Undeveloped Hillside 11 12 23 High

Utility 5 -3 2 Low

Urban 11 -3 8 Low

Waterway/Riparian 18 10 28 High

Figure 6: Landscape Character Unit Visual Quality
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Viewer Group Viewer 
Quantity

View Distance View 
Duration

Viewer 
Sensitivity

Note

Residents Moderate Foreground to 
background

12 -14 hours 
daily

High Residents are highly sensitive to change 
based on their investment in their homes. 
Views from their homes are private views, 
although they would also frequently travel 
public roadways in the vicinity (and within the 
viewshed) of the project.

Agricultural 
Workers

Low Middle ground 
to background

Up to 9 hours 
daily

Low Workers may have intermittent views to the 
site while working and traveling to/from their 
place of employment, although their stake in 
the visual quality of the surrounding proper-
ties is limited.

Roadway 
Drivers

Moderate Middle ground 
to background

Intermittent; 
30 second 
intervals

Moderate Regional residents and visitors to the area 
likely constitute the majority of the roadway 
drivers in the area. These viewers would 
appreciate the context of the project for its ru-
ral/agrarian aesthetic, but would have limited 
investment otherwise. View durations would 
also be brief given the varied topography and 
dense vegetation in the area.

Table 3: Viewer Group Response Analysis

5.2 Guidelines for Determining 
Significance

The visual impact assessment of the Aspen Road alternative 
is based on impact to the following visual elements: visual 
quality, landform quality, view quality, and community plans 
and policies. These significance criteria are set under guid-
ance provided by the United States Army Corps of Engineers 
(USACE) as approved in the Gregory Canyon Landfill Study 
Plan.

An alternative will be considered to have a significant effect if 
it proposes any of the changes listed below. Conversely, if an 
alternative does not propose any of the following, it will not 
be considered to have a significant effect on visual resources.

Impact to Landform Quality

1. The alternative would result in a permanent adverse 
change in the natural landform character of a scenic 
area. This change must not only be noticeable to a mod-
erate to large number of viewers, but the contrast must 
dominate other adjacent landforms. 

Impacts to Visual Quality

2. The alternative would clearly contrast with the existing 
visual resources of a moderate or high quality landscape 
assessment unit. This contrast must be clearly visible to 
a moderate to large number of viewers and the contrast 
must dominate the visual scene to the point where 
the character and quality of the visual resources, or the 
scene as a whole, are permanently and significantly 
degraded.

Impacts on View Quality

3. The alternative would block a substantial percentage of 
an existing view corridor of a regionally or subregionally 
important view scene, or prevent the physical or visual 
access to a viewing point from which the viewing scene 
can be seen. An adverse effect would also occur if an 
alternative highly contrasts and dominates the view-
ing scene to the point where the view scene quality is 
substantially degraded.
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Community Plans and Policies

4. The alternative would prevent the attainment of a 
design or other aesthetic goal that is part of an adopted 
community plan or other County approved document. 
This visual character type is determined by line, form, 
color, contrast, texture, cultural features, scale and 
other elements that contribute to the character of the 
neighborhood and that are identified as important to 
the community.

In order to assess these impacts thoroughly and provide a 
basis of comparison with the Gregory Canyon visual impact 
analysis, this study utilizes the following questions to estab-
lish significance at each of the key view viewing locations:

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of physical visual 
resources?

5. Will the alternative block and existing view corridor, 
change a regionally important view scene, or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

These questions attempt to quantify a number of viewers 
above which would represent a “moderate” quantity of view-
ers (potentially resulting in a cumulative impact), as well as 
provide more specificity to the ways impacts could affect 
landform quality, view quality, visual quality, and community 
plans and policies.

5.3 Key Views
Because it is not feasible to analyze all the possible views in 
which the landfill alternative would be seen, it is necessary to 
select a number of key view points that most clearly display 
the visual effects of the alternative. 

Figure 7 shows key views that represent typical views and 
viewing angles as seen by the different viewer groups. These 
are referred to as “Candidate Key Views.” Each of the candidate 
key views on the following page includes an overlay of the 
landfill massing. These are not intended to be full simulations, 
just graphics that help to portray the general location, scale, 
and extent of the proposed improvements. Please note that 
the simulated massing of the landfill includes a solid yellow 
tone for visible portions of the landfill and a semi-transparent 
yellow tone for portions of the landfill behind foreground ob-
jects. Table 4 summarizes each of these key views. The follow-
ing pages include all of the key view photos that represent the 
full range of views of the site. Three of these key views have been 
refined into full simulations with suggested mitigations.

5.4 Visual Simulation Review
Figures 8 through 10 represent photo realistic computer 
simulations of the landfill alternative. They were developed 
through the use of a three-dimensional computer model of 
the landform with the landfill topographical contours. This 
model was then transposed over top of a photo image of the 
site. Additional texture, color, details and shadowing were add-
ed to increase the realistic look of the simulation. Foreground 
elements are added that would normally block out parts of the 
background view. The simulations reveal that the alternative 
is highly visible and creates visual impacts from many view-
ing locations. The placement of the landfill high in the view-
ing scene accentuates its presence. In the interim stages, the 
light color of the minimally revegetated slopes makes the 
landfill even more noticeable. Visibility from close to the site 
has more variation; some ridgelines obscure the landfill form, 
while others open to reveal much of the landfill mass. In some 
cases, the landfill blocks views of the background landforms, 
creating a view corridor blockage issue.

Figure 8 shows the potential impacts to the viewing scene as 
seen from Rainbow Glen Road, less than a mile to the east of 
the site. The position of the landfill at a high elevation increas-
es its prominence and decreases the vividness of the existing 
hills and canyons. The landfill mass creates a new ridgeline in 
the middle ground of the view, and blocks an existing view 
corridor to the mountains to the west. The existing viewing 
scene has only moderate intactness and unity because of the 
mix of uses, structures, and topography, although the addi-
tion of the landfill further reduces the limited cohesion ex-
hibit by the viewing scene.

This key view represents the view for residents and local area 
drivers, although quantities would be low given the low den-
sity of development nearby. 

Figure 9 shows the potential impacts to views from the south-
west, on the outer edges of the community of Fallbrook. 
Again, the high elevation of the landfill mass accentuates 
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Figure 7: Key view Photo Locations

its presence and magnifies changes to the existing middle 
ground. The undeveloped hillsides, which characterize the 
landfill site, have a high visual quality given their undevel-
oped character and visual order. They also provide a high 
quality visual backdrop for the residential development in 
the area. The addition of the landfill interrupts the intactness 
and unity of the hillsides, changes the existing ridgeline, and 
blocks views to the mountains to the east. In addition, the 
ridgeline created by the landfill stands in stark contrast to the 
forms of the distant mountains. Viewers from this location in-
clude residents and local area drivers.

Figure 9 also provides a simulation of the landfill at an esti-
mated 50% volume. The simulation shows that at 50% capac-
ity, the elevation of the landfill is starting to eclipse existing 
ridgelines but is only partially visible from this viewing loca-
tion. Views beyond the landfill site to the mountains to the 
east are still possible at this stage of landfill development. 

Figure 10 represents the view from Stage Coach Lane, ap-
proximately one mile to the west of the site. The upper por-
tions of the landfill are in plain view.  The landfill dramati-
cally changes the character of the viewing scene because of 
the high, engineered ridgeline it creates. This new ridgeline 
encloses a viewing scene that had previously been open. 
Further, while the existing visual quality of the area is only 
moderate because of a lack of unity and uniqueness of line, 
form, and texture, the introduction of the landfill mass is a 
“tipping point” that creates an impression of visual chaos. 

This simulation shows a view typical for residents and local 
area drivers. While previous viewshed analysis shows that 
the Santa Margarita River and its associated trails are either 
farther than three miles from the site, or shielded from view 
by existing landforms, Stage Coach Lane runs along a por-
tion of the river, potentially attracting viewers seeking the 
quality of the waterway/riparian landscape unit. These users 
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Candidate Key View 1
Looking south from Via Vaquero

Candidate Key View 4
Looking west/northwest from Rainbow Heights Road

Candidate Key View 3
Looking west from Rainbow Glen Road

Candidate Key View 5
Looking northeast from Riverview Drive

Candidate Key View 6
Looking east from Stage Coach Lane

Candidate Key View 2
Looking south from Calle Cuero (hidden by existing terrain)

Landfill

Landfill

Landfill
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Candidate 
Key View 
Number

Character 
Unit Taken 
From

Dominant 
Viewer 
Group

Quantity 
of 
Viewers

View 
Duration

Distance from 
Viewer to Site

Notes Recommended 
for Simulation

1 Via Vaquero 
(Agriculture)

Residents, 
Farm 
Workers

Low Short Background Alternative is visible, 
but distance from 
site greatly reduces 
prominence

No

2 Calle Cuero 
(Agriculture)

Residents, 
Farm 
Workers

Low Short Background Interceding ridge-
lines obscure view 
of landfill

No

3 Rainbow 
Glen Road 
(Rural 
Residential)

Residents Low Long Middle ground Represents a sensi-
tive viewer group, 
close proximity, 
and long viewing 
duration

Yes

4 Rainbow 
Heights 
Road (Rural 
Residential)

Residents Moderate Moderate 
to Long

Background View is representa-
tive of a sensitive 
viewer group, but 
distance and shorter 
viewing duration 
decrease landfill 
prominence

No

5 Riverview 
Drive 
(Semi-Rural 
Residential)

Residents Moderate Moderate 
to Long

Middle ground Representative of 
a sensitive viewer 
group, and although 
in the background, 
landfill is closer than 
in key view #4 

Yes

6 Stage 
Coach Lane 
(Riparian/
Rural 
Residential)

Residents Low Moderate 
to Long

Background Viewing location 
near the Santa 
Margarita is region-
ally significant 
(although estab-
lished trails would 
not have this clear of 
a view), represents 
sensitive viewers

Yes

Table 4: Key View Photo Summary and Simulation Recommendations
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View looking west from 
Riverview Drive

Figure

Aspen Road Key View 5

9

Visual Setting 
Information

Contrast Assessment
of Project Elements

NA: Not Affected or Not Applicable

Visual Quality

Vividness

Intactness

Unity

Visual Organization

Other Elements

Viewing Scene Quality

Landform Quality

Viewing Corridor Quality

Hi
gh

 Q
ua

lit
y

M
od

er
at

e Q
ua

lit
y

Lo
w 

Qu
ali

ty

Hi
gh

 Co
nt

ra
st

M
od

er
at

e C
on

tra
st

Im
pr

ov
es

/L
ow

 Co
nt

.

Existing Proposed

X X
X X

X X
X

X X
X X

X

X

5

ASPEN
SITE

In
te

rst
at

e 1
5

PROPOSED CONDITIONS (50% FULL, UNMITIGATED) 

PROPOSED CONDITIONS (100% FULL, MITIGATED) 

EXISTING CONDITIONS

PROPOSED CONDITIONS (100% FULL, UNMITIGATED)

NA

* Simulation Notes: These simulations represent approximate 
renderings of project elements based on currently available 
information from conceptual plans. 

Alternative to Gregory Canyon Landfill





27 March 2012

KEY VIEW PHOTOGRAPH LOCATION North

View looking east from 
Stage Coach Lane

Figure

Aspen Road Key View 6
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are seeking relaxation/recreation in an intact, undeveloped 
setting and would be sensitive to changes that increase the 
presence of man-made structures and reduce the openness 
of the setting. 

5.5 Assessment of Visual Character and 
Visual Quality

The first step in determining visual resource change is to as-
sess the compatibility of the alternative with the visual char-
acter of the existing landscape. The following analyses utilize 
Figures 8 through 10 to assess potential character attributes 
of the alternative and determine impacts.

5.5.1 Assessment of Visual Character
The alternative has a visual character that is both compatible 
and contrary to existing visual resources. The form and scale 
of the landfill are similar to some of the hills and small moun-
tains in the area, although the landfill would likely have an 
angled, engineered appearance rather than the rounded and 
gentle slopes of the existing topography. The high elevation 
of the site in this alternative, however, places the landfill high 
in the viewing scene, reconstructing existing ridgelines and 
dominating the scene from many viewing angles.

The color, diversity, and texture of the alternative would vary 
from the existing hillsides. Standard revegetation that would 
be used on completed slopes is essentially monochromatic 
and devoid of the diversity and variation present in native 
plant communities. During construction, bare soil would in-
troduce a starker contrast to the existing color, diversity, and 
texture of the hillsides surrounding the site.

5.5.2 Assessment of Visual Quality
The site and its surroundings have a mixed appearance in 
terms of intactness and unity. Residential and agricultural 
development encroaches on the site from the west, south, 
and east and contribute elements that diversify the viewing 
scene. The landfill creates additional elevated land mass, but 
because of the already varied nature of the viewing scene, it 
does not cause a degradation in terms of intactness and/or 
unity.

The vividness of the existing viewing scene relates to the 
composition of middle ground and background mountain 
ridges, with low density residential/agricultural development 
in the foreground. The introduction of the landfill reduces vis-
ibility to some distant mountains, thus reducing vividness.

5.6 Assessment of Viewer Response
As discussed in Section 4.2 Viewer Response, the viewer 
group with the highest sensitivity to change is local residents. 

For these viewers, the close proximity to the landfill, the long 
duration of the view, and the vested interest in minimiz-
ing changes to the existing visual resource of the hillsides/
mountains would likely produce major opposition to the 
alternative. 

Both public and private views are included in visual impact 
considerations, although primary weight is given to public 
views. The primary public viewer, therefore, would be local 
area drivers. A large percentage of these drivers would be 
areas residents, but would also include agricultural workers 
and visitors to the area.

5.7 Community Plans and Policies
The following section highlights community goals and poli-
cies listed in Section 2.3, Regulatory Framework with which 
the alternative conflicts. Any goals and policies for which the 
alternative is compatible are not relisted in this section. 

5.7.1 General Plan
Land Use Element

Goal LU-2: Maintenance of the County’s Rural Character

Policy LU 2.8: Mitigation of Development Impacts. Require 
measures that minimize significant impacts to surrounding 
areas from uses or operations that cause excessive noise, vi-
brations, dust, odor, aesthetic impairment and/or are detri-
mental to human health and safety.

The alternative creates an aesthetic impairment of the site 
because of the alteration of existing ridgelines and the in-
troduction of substantial visible land mass.

Goal LU-12: Infrastructure and Services Supporting 
Development

Policy LU 12.4: Planning for Compatibility. Plan and site infra-
structure for public utilities and public facilities in a manner 
compatible with community character, minimize visual and 
environmental impacts, and whenever feasible, locate any fa-
cilities and supporting infrastructure outside preserve areas.

The alternative is located within a currently undeveloped 
set of mountains/hillsides and visual impacts cannot be 
minimized because of the extremely large scale of the 
landfill.
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Conservation and Open Space Element

Goal COS-11: Preservation of Scenic Resources

Policy COS 11.3: Development Siting and Design. Require de-
velopment within visually sensitive areas to minimize visual 
impacts and to preserve unique or special visual features, 
particularly in rural areas, through the following:

•	 Creative site planning

•	 Integration of natural features into the project

•	 Appropriate scale, materials, and design to complement 
the surrounding natural landscape

•	 Minimal disturbance of topography

•	 Clustering of development so as to preserve a balance 
of open space vistas, natural features, and community 
character

•	 Creation of contiguous open space networks

The alternative, because of its landfill function and mas-
sive scale, does not accommodate some of the site planning 
techniques listed in this policy. Site features cannot be inte-
grated except at the periphery of the landfill mass, existing 
topography cannot be minimally disturbed, landfill mass 
can only partially be clustered, and usable open space net-
works on site cannot be created.

Goal COS-12: Preservation of Ridgelines and Hillsides

Policy 12.2: Development Location on Ridges. Require devel-
opment to preserve the physical features by being located 
down and away from ridgelines so that structures are not sil-
houetted against the sky.

The alternative creates a new, artificial ridgeline for view-
ers from most viewing locations. The scale of impact to the 
viewing scene will be determined by the final form and the 
silhouette of the new landform against the sky and back-
ground ridgelines. Standard landfill topography would not 
match existing landscape forms and would create a visual 
impact. 

5.7.2 Fallbrook Community Plan
Land Use

Goal LU 2.4: New development within Fallbrook that is 
designed to be sensitive to the community character, 
while encouraging the upgrade and beautification of ex-
isting development.

Policy LU 2.4.1: Require development to preserve viable ma-
ture trees and significant landforms in all public and private 
development projects, to the maximum extent feasible.

The alternative does not preserve any vegetation that lies 
within the waste footprint of the landfill.

Policy LU 2.4.6: Require grading impacts to be minimized and 
require landscaped areas disturbed by grading to be reveg-
etated, control drainage and runoff so as not to exceed the 
rate associated with the property prior to grading.

The alternative is characterized by extensive excavation 
and fill grading that does not respond to vegetation. The 
periphery of the landfill mass can be slightly adjusted to re-
spond to existing topography.

Conservation and Open Space

Goal COS 1.2: Community Forests

Policy COS 1.2.1: Protect heritage and large native trees

The alternative does not preserve any vegetation that lies 
within the waste footprint of the landfill.

Policy COS 1.2.2: Encourage planting trees, while discourag-
ing the unnecessary removal of trees in association with new 
development, as well as in public rights-of-way and parking 
lots.

The alternative does not preserve any vegetation that lies 
within the waste footprint of the landfill, although, depend-
ing on mitigation measures, trees could be replanted in 
some locations.

Goal COS 1.2 Preservation of open space areas unsuitable 
for intense development

Policy COS 1.2.2: Restrict the construction of concrete lined 
flood control channels to only where such channels are nec-
essary because of existing improvements that block flood 
flow and make the channelization mandatory. 

The alternative will include concrete drainage channels 
along the landfill benches/contours and supplemental pip-
ing. The channels would be only be visible from above and 
the visibility of the piping could be reduced with mitigation 
measures. 
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Goal COS 1.3 Water Resources

Policy COS 1.3.2: Support the enhancement (restoration, in-
vasive species removal, etc.) of natural drainage systems and 
natural hydrologic regimes of waterways.

The alternative will create new landforms that necessitate 
engineered drainage systems including pipes, channels, 
and basins. The channels/basins would be only be visible 
from above and the visibility of the piping could be reduced 
with mitigation measures.

Goal COS 1.4 Appropriate use and conservation of min-
eral resources consistent with preservation of the natural 
landscape

Policy COS 1.4.1: Require restoration of terrain (vegetation, 
topography) to natural state within twelve months after com-
pletion of a mineral resource extraction project.

The alternative is characterized by extensive excavation 
and fill grading that does not respond to vegetation. The 
periphery of the landfill mass can be slightly adjusted to re-
spond to existing topography.

Resource Conservation Areas

The Resource Conservation Area (RCA) designation is applied 
to protect sensitive biological, archaeological, aesthetic, min-
eral, and water resources. Projects requiring environmen-
tal analysis under the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA) that occur within RCAs should be carefully analyzed 
to assess their impact on the RCA.

The Santa Margarita River and its surrounding terrain/tributar-
ies are designated as resource conservation area #3.

Most of the Aspen Road alternative site falls within the 
designated resource conservation area #3. While the goal 
of the RCA is to design projects in a way that minimally im-
pacts sensitive resources, the landfill alternative has few 
variables that can be sufficiently changed to avoid impacts, 
especially to visual resources. Conflicts with RCA goals are 
the same as those listed for COS 11.3.

5.7.3 Zoning Ordinance
Portions of the County Zoning Ordinance that may affect the 
assessment of visual impacts include:

Agricultural Use Regulations: Limited Agricultural Use 
Regulations (A70) - Aspen

Building Type (C): Attached and Detached Non-Residential 
Structures Permitted

Max Height (G): 35 feet

Setback (C): Ranges from 15 feet to 60 feet

Special Regulations (C): Airport Land Use Compatibility Area. 
Requires additional review for compatibility of the proposed 
use with nearby airport operations. No specific design regula-
tions provided.

This zoning designation applies to the entire site. Heights 
of ancillary facilities would likely be below the 35-foot limit. 
The alternative proposes a landfill mass that matches the 
elevation of the nearest existing peak. It is unclear whether 
this would conflict with the Airport Land Use Compatibility 
regulations.

5.8 Determination of Significance
Below is a discussion of the criteria/questions used to de-
termine if the visual impacts created by the alternative con-
stitute a significant impact or less than significant impact. 
These are the significance criteria discussed in Section 5.2, 
Guidelines for Determining Significance and they have been 
applied to the viewing locations simulated in Figures 8 - 10.

Please note, because of the high proportion of residents in 
the vicinity of the landfill alternative, the Aspen Road Visual 
Impact Analysis Technical Report takes into consideration 
viewers in the vicinity of the viewing location as well as those 
likely to visit the exact viewing location depicted in the pho-
to simulation. Although none of the viewing locations were 
judged to be visited by more than 1,000 viewers per day, the 
number of residential viewers estimated within the viewshed 
of the landfill (1,260 households x 4 viewers per household 
= 5,040 viewers) greatly exceeds the threshold. While this 
group primarily experiences private views, it also represents 
potential viewers on public local area roadways. This cumula-
tive public exposure was considered along with the standard 
criteria in determining impact significance.
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Rainbow Glen Road

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

No. Traffic count data is not available for Rainbow Glen 
Road, but there are approximately 50 houses that use 
Rainbow Glen Road for access to I-15/Rainbow Hills Road. 
Assuming an average household of four people, viewers 
would total approximately 200.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

Yes. The alternative would fill an existing canyon and create 
a man-made surface that would contrast highly with other 
nearby landforms.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

Yes. The area surrounding the alternative site is character-
ized as undeveloped hillside (high visual quality) and rural 
residential development (moderate visual quality). The 
scale of the landfill dominates the viewing scene and intro-
duces man-made slopes, angles, and textures that contrast 
with existing elements.

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

Yes. The alternative will remove all existing vegetation and 
rock outcroppings and replace them with landfill forms.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

Yes. The alternative will block an existing view corridor that 
provides views to the west of the site. It will also change the 
view scene of the mountains themselves by introducing a 
new land mass into an existing view scene that contrasts 
with form, color, texture, scale, hue, value and context.

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Yes. See discussion from previous section on Community 
Goals and Policies.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have a 
significant impact to views from Rainbow Glen Road.

Riverview Drive

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

No. Traffic count data is not available for Riverview Drive, 
but there are approximately 80 houses that use Riverview 
Drive for access to Mission Road. Assuming an average 
household of four people, viewers would total approxi-
mately 320.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

Yes. The alternative would fill an existing canyon and create 
a man-made surface that would contrast highly with other 
nearby landforms.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

Yes. The area surrounding the alternative site is character-
ized as undeveloped hillside (high visual quality) and rural 
residential development (moderate visual quality). The 
scale of the landfill dominates the viewing scene and intro-
duces man-made slopes, angles, and textures that contrast 
with existing elements.

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

Yes. The alternative will remove all existing vegetation and 
rock outcroppings and replace them with landfill forms.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

Yes. The alternative will block an existing view corridor that 
provides views to the east of the site. It will also change the 
view scene of the mountains themselves by introducing a 
new land mass into an existing view scene that contrasts 
with form, color, texture, scale, hue, value and context.

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Yes. See discussion from previous section on Community 
Goals and Policies.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have a 
significant impact to views from Riverview Drive.
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Stage Coach Lane

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

No. Traffic count data is not available for Stage Coach 
Lane, but there are approximately 15 houses that use Stage 
Coach Lane for access to Willow Glen Road. Assuming an 
average household of four people, viewers would total less 
than 100. Visitors to the area near the Santa Margarita 
River would represent additional visitors, but these might 
represent a number even lower than that of residents.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

Yes. The alternative would create a man-made surface and 
ridgeline that would contrast highly with other nearby 
landforms.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

Yes. The area in the foreground and middle ground of the 
viewing scene is of rural residential development (moder-
ate visual quality). While the viewing scene lacks a sense of 
integrity and unity, the addition of the landfill mass would 
add another inharmonious element in terms of scale, form, 
and texture. 

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

Yes. The alternative will remove all existing vegetation and 
rock outcroppings and replace them with landfill forms.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

Yes. The alternative blocks some views to hilltops to the east 
of the site, but more importantly, it also blocks access to the 
sky near the existing eastern horizon. The result is greater 
sense of enclosure than currently exists.

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Yes. See discussion from previous section on Community 
Goals and Policies.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have a 
significant impact to views from Stage Coach Lane.

5.9 Cumulative Impact Analysis
There are no known projects in the area that would create 
a cumulative impact in association with the Aspen Road 
alternative. 

5.10 Summary of Alternative Visual 
Impacts Significance

The Aspen Road alternative will have a significant impact on 
the visual quality of the site and its surroundings. Impacts 
include:

•	 Landform quality impacts will be significant since the 
topography of the alternative is not compatible with the 
existing topography/landforms that define the charac-
ter of the existing site. The proposed landforms contrast 
with existing terrain in terms of shape and scale, and 
their high position against the sky further accentuates 
these differences. 

•	 Visual quality impacts will be significant since they will 
remove visually prominent visual resources that are con-
sidered to be of a high quality and are major determi-
nants in setting the existing visual quality of the area. The 
alternative’s visually prominent elements will introduce 
man-made geometry into an area of undeveloped and 
rounded slopes, peaks, and valleys. While some of the 
surrounding landscape character units have a moderate 
visual quality and are not as sensitive as high visual quality 
character units, the addition of the landfill will still have 
an adverse effect on the area’s visual quality and character.

•	 View quality impacts will be significant since the land-
fill interrupts the viewing corridor of regionally and sub-
regionally significant mountain ranges to the east and 
west.
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•	 Community Plans and Policies impacts will also be 
significant since a broad variety of goals, guidelines, 
ordinances, and policies will not be met with the alter-
native. Goals and policies not met under the alternative 
include:

•	 Removal of existing visual resources, including 
vegetation;

•	 Introduction of inharmonious elements into a natu-
ral viewing scene;

•	 Extensive grading/alteration of existing topography;

•	 Existing/natural drainage systems will be replaced 
with engineered drainage systems; and

•	 The alternative does not provide dedicated open 
space on the site, nor public access to the site.

6.0 Visual Mitigations
The simulations for the three key views assumed a standard 
amount of revegetation efforts for all phases of the landfill. 
This revegetation effort would be required as a part of slope 
stabilization and erosion control. Hydroseeding of temporary 
slopes was also considered mandatory to reduce dust, pre-
vent erosion, and reduce the amount of visual contrast of the 
landfill. Additional mitigations will be required for visual im-
pacts and can take a variety of forms. The following sections 
describe a palette of potential mitigations and where/how 
these mitigations should be applied.

6.1 Potential Mitigations
Recommended Visual Mitigation Measures (VMM) beyond 
the minimum slope stabilization include the following:

1. Landscape Screening (VMM 1). This screening could 
occur at strategic locations along the perimeter of the 
site. Existing mature trees could be transplanted (up to 
6-12’ transplanted box size) or replaced with large trees 
(24” -36” box).  If not replacing existing impacted trees, 
then  new trees (mixture of seedling, 15 gallon, 24” box 
and 36” box) could be newly planted in key locations to 
block views of the landfill. 

2. Landform Screening (VMM 2). Given the large scale and 
inescapable mass of the landfill, this technique could 
be used to block views of portions of the landfill from 
strategic locations, on or off the site. Without control of 
adjacent sites, however, off-site mitigation would be dif-
ficult to implement. On-site, landform screening placed 
at the perimeter of the site may be able to block some of 
the views of the landfill. This mitigation should be done in 
conjunction with landscape screening.

3. Landform Grading (VMM 3). The form of the landfill 
mass could be contoured to help blend in with the natu-
ral topography found in the immediate area. The landfill 
face, in particular, could be made to incorporate gentle 
grading and curvilinear shapes to mimic the surround-
ing hillsides. The highest elevations of the landfill, usu-
ally finished as a flat “mesa,” could be mounded to avoid 
introducing straight lines and flat landforms. Likewise, 
the slope and run of the face of the landfill could be 
altered to avoid creation of an undifferentiated pyra-
mid-like wall. Benching notches could be backfilled up 
against the base of the slope to round out the obvious 
bench notches that show up when silhouetted against 
the sky. Tight right angle corners and straight line 
benches (as seen from above) should also be avoided 
and replaced with more curvilinear forms.  It is recog-
nized that these additional landforms are above and 
beyond the minimum cover and capping requirements. 
The surcharge of this landform weight and volume 
would also need to be taken into account.

4. Rock Outcrop Replacement (VMM 4). Since a large 
amount of rock outcrops occur throughout the area, 
and since these materials will need to be removed 
from the landfill footprint, they should be stockpiled 
and placed in strategic locations to help blend graded 
surfaces with the dominant textures of the area. This 
would need to occur primarily around the edges of the 
landfill face and top surface. Relatively large boulders 
are needed to appear in natural arrangements. Most of 
these boulders should be located on additional clay-
capped fill with subsurface drainage to ensure no runoff 
enters into the landfill from around the rock formations. 

5. Major Tree Groupings (VMM 5). Groups of tree plantings 
could be used on the landfill mass to blend the transi-
tion between landfill and surrounding landform.  For a 
mass to be noticeable, 6-12 trees should be considered 
the minimum, depending on location.

6. Native revegetation and landscaping (VMM 6). The use 
of natives not only increases the long term survivability 
of revegetative plant material, but also increases com-
patibility with surrounding vegetation in terms of color 
and texture. All revegetation areas will need this treat-
ment. Existing vegetation species in the vicinity of the 
alternative would be used or emulated for landscape 
plantings. The plant communities found on surround-
ing hilltops, slopes, and valleys adjacent to the landfill 
would be matched. Where a tree, shrub, or groundcover 
is needed to serve a specific purpose, and native mate-
rial  is not appropriate, then non-native species will be 
allowed. It is important to make sure that the non-native 
species have naturalized to the local conditions or have 
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the appearance of relating to the adjacent native spe-
cies. Appearance of color and texture are most impor-
tant for matching, followed by relative size and form. 

7. Contrast and Color Matching (VMM 7). All areas would 
be replanted in such a manner that will decease the 
amount of color contrast with surrounding areas. This 
would be accomplished through the use of native plant 
materials including grassland species and through the 
use of paint on visible buildings, structures, poles and 
fencing. Temporary revegetation of slopes will also help 
to reduce contrast, especially if the proper color and 
textures are utilized in the plant selection process.

8. Texture Matching (VMM 8). All revegetation efforts 
would attempt to match the texture of the surround-
ing areas. If the mitigation measures are taken as listed 
above, then the rocks, native plants, trees, color, and 
landforms will all produce compatible textures.

9. Engineering Structures Adjustments (VMM 9). Construct 
brow ditches with outside bench lips slightly higher 
than inside edges and use integral concrete color 
that matches a darker soil type for all gunite ditches.  
Pipelines connecting brow ditches need to blend with 
final landfill slope colors and not be allowed to stay a 
reflective tin or galvanized color. Pipe paintings should 
use a combination of colors that match the context of 
the area that the pipeline section is passing through. 
Variations in color will be necessary.

6.2 Application of Mitigations
The goal of mitigations is to reduce the severity of visual impacts 
caused by the alternative. The impacts discussed in Section 5.10, 
Summary of Alternative Visual Impact Significance, are listed in 
terms of landform quality, visual quality, view quality, and con-
formance with community goals and policies. A unique blend of 
mitigation techniques is necessary to reduce the impact of the 
alternative in terms of each of these categories. The discussion 
below details the mitigation combination for each category.

Landform Quality

The alternative’s significant impact on the landform quality of 
the viewing scene relates to the introduction of a highly vis-
ible land mass that does not relate to the existing topography 
in terms of color, variation, form, and shape.

Landform grading (VMM 3) should add topographical undu-
lations to the top of the landfill to eliminate the flat “mesa” 
look to the alternative. Mounding could also be added on the 
stepped slopes of the landfill to visually interrupt the rhythm 
of equally spaced benches. Because the standard surface of 
landfill cover is four to six feet thick, manipulation of this face 

will require additional fill material. The creation of ridges or 
swales may concentrate the flow of water and could cause 
erosion of the buried fill materials, so additional surface lined 
swales or sub-surface drainage may be needed. 

While this mounding would more closely relate to some of 
the hilltops surrounding the site, it would not mitigate the 
high visibility and bulk of the landfill. Therefore, the enor-
mous mass of the landfill and its overall contrast with the 
landforms of the adjacent area preclude this impact from 
being reduced to less than significant.  

Visual Quality

The alternative’s significant impact on the visual quality of 
the viewing scene relates primarily to the introduction of 
man-made landforms and colors that dominate the viewing 
scene because of the landfill’s high elevation.  

Major tree groupings (VMM 5) as well as native revegetation 
and rock outcrop replacement (VMM 4) would be effective 
along some of the landfill edges, particularly the eastern 
slopes where existing hillsides abut the landfill. A transi-
tional blending of the landfill face should also be undertaken 
along the base of the landfill for the southern, western, and 
northern exposures (VMM 3). While not widespread in the 
surrounding landscape, large boulders and trees should be 
strategically placed to resemble natural drainage channels. 
Special accommodations will be required for trees set along 
the edge of the landfill, as roots could penetrate the landfill 
containment soil layer and allow water into the fill, speeding 
decomposition. Based on drainage and settlement problems, 
the elements of trees and boulders are not recommended for 
inclusion in the middle of the landfill. 

While it will not hide the prominent upper portion of the 
landfill, revegetating these slopes with a native plant palette 
will at least match the color (VMM 7) and texture (VMM 8) of 
the surrounding undisturbed hillsides. Permanent slopes will 
need to be stabilized with native grasses and other shallow 
rooted plants representative of the Inland Sage Scrub plant 
community (VMM 6). In some cases, there may be changes 
and/or transition to these slopes based upon the phasing 
of the landfill development. In these areas, more temporary 
erosion control techniques will be utilized. Drainage and 
methane extraction structures and pipes should be painted 
or be made of materials that fit into the local color environ-
ment that match adjacent textures. On the active face of the 
landfill, temporary revegetation will be required. Any interim 
slope that is anticipated to remain beyond one full year will 
need to receive revegetation through at least hydroseeding. 
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The permanent slopes and all areas of the landfill that are 
considered to be visually prominent would need to be per-
manently revegetated as soon as practical, with a combina-
tion of plant materials including hydroseeding, seedlings, 
and containerized plants.

The plantings will be irrigated by a temporary above ground 
spray irrigation system. All supplemental irrigation will be re-
moved once the planting has completely covered the landfill 
face and is established (generally 3-5 years from installation).

Once closure of the landfill is achieved and final cover is com-
pleted, a vegetative surface cover utilizing native plant spe-
cies shall be established. The species must exhibit rapid ger-
mination and be self-sowing. The cover should be comprised 
of low volume fire retardant species with low maintenance 
requirements. The following are erosion control and reveg-
etation techniques which will be implemented:

•	 Application of non-living mulching materials;

•	 Application of living mulching materials such as mycor-
rhizal soil components;

•	 Installation of geotextile netting and/or grids;

•	 Chemical soil stabilization;

•	 Temporary vegetative nurse crop establishment;

•	 Surface soil scarification;

•	 Slope grading and terracing techniques;

•	 Drainage collection techniques;

•	 Permanent irrigated refined seed mix plantings;

•	 Temporary non-irrigated nurse crop plantings; and/or

•	 Transitional temporarily irrigated native seed mix 
plantings.

With these mitigations, the differentiation of the landfill and 
the surrounding context would be reduced. However, the 
high elevation of the landfill, along with the new ridgeline, 
maintain the landfill’s prominence. The impact to visual 
quality would remain above a level of significance.

View Quality

The alternative’s significant impact on view quality results 
from the filling of the existing view corridor which allows 
views to regionally significant mountains to the east and 
west. This impact is considered significant since it not only 
blocks the view corridor but also changes the quality of the 
viewing scene.

The only way to decrease the amount of view blockage cre-
ated by the landfill would be to substantially reduce the mass 
of the landfill, which is not feasible. In addition, while the rec-
ommendation under visual quality mitigations to vary the 
topography of the landfill ridgeline would decrease visual 
quality impacts, it would also add to the mass of the landfill 
and create minor additional view blockages. Therefore, the 
limited level of acceptable landform alteration dictated by 
the need to meet the program requirements of the landfill, as 
well as the mitigation requirements of visual quality impacts, 
would not reduce the impact to a level below significance.

Community Plans and Policies

The alternative’s visual changes contrast highly with the goals 
established by the community plans and policies, particularly 
with respect to:

•	 Removal of existing visual resources, including 
vegetation;

•	 Introduction of inharmonious elements into a natural 
viewing scene;

•	 Extensive grading/alteration of existing topography;

•	 Existing/natural drainage systems will be replaced with 
engineered drainage systems; and

•	 The alternative does not provide dedicated open space 
on the site, nor public access to the site.

Mitigations previously discussed in terms of lessening land-
form and visual quality impacts apply to several of the com-
munity goals above, while others remain unaddressed. The 
replacement of natural drainage features and lack of pub-
lic open space will not be able to be accommodated given 
standard landfill construction and maintenance practices.  In 
terms of the goals established by community plans and 
policies, the visual quality impacts could be mitigated to 
below a level of significance. The view quality and land-
form quality impacts, however, remain significant and 
would create a significant impact to community plans 
and policies.
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6.3 Conclusion
The Aspen Road alternative will be partially mitigable and 
mitigations will reduce the severity of the impacts to the vi-
sual environment. Mitigations to the visual quality of the site 
will be most effective, followed by mitigations to landform 
quality. However, the landform impacts will remain signifi-
cant after mitigations. The view quality impacts, as well as im-
pacts to some community goals, are unmitigable. The result 
is an alternative which is highly visible to viewers in the area, 
and in particular, residents. While the mitigations will reduce 
the visual contrast of the alternative, it will still be prominent, 
will result in a loss of visual access to distant views, and will 
change the visual scene negatively.
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1.0 Introduction
The Gopher Canyon alternative to the Gregory Canyon 
Landfill  is located in unincorporated north San Diego County, 
approximately a half-mile northeast of the City of Vista and 
two miles west of Interstate 15 (I-15). The site is generally bor-
dered by Gopher Canyon Road on the north, Twin Oaks Valley 
Road to the east, the San Marcos Mountains to the south, and 
Warmlands Avenue to the west (see Figure 1: Vicinity Map 
and Site Boundaries). 

1.1 Purpose of the Visual Resources 
Report

The Gopher Canyon Visual Impact Assessment Technical 
Report assesses the potential visual impacts of the construc-
tion of a landfill at the Gopher Canyon alternative site. The 
report also proposes measures to mitigate any adverse visual 
impacts associated with the alternative.

1.2 Key Issues
The Gopher Canyon alternative presents the following key is-
sues that will need to be addressed in this study:

•	 Creation of a man-made ridgeline, primarily visible from 
the south along Twin Oaks Valley Road

•	 Disruption of the existing visual continuity of the San 
Marcos Mountains, especially when viewed from the east

1.3 Principal Key Views to be Covered
The area surrounding the Gopher Canyon alternative site is 
generally characterized as private large-lot agricultural and 
rural residential land uses. While these large-scale land uses 
can create viewing corridors, they also limit the number of 
public viewing locations. In such an environment, the pri-
mary public viewing location is public roadways. However, 
because of the remote nature of the location, even the 
street network is a patchwork of public and private road-
ways. Therefore, this study primarily analyzes visual impacts 
to public viewing locations to the north, east, and south of 
the site (views from the west are largely obscured by existing 
terrain). Secondarily, the study analyzes views from private 
viewing locations.

The primary key views analyzed include:

•	 Hoxie Ranch Road (key views from north of the site)

•	 Silverleaf Lane (key views from east of the site)

•	 Twin Oaks Valley Road (key views from south of the site)

•	 Huckleberry Lane (key views from southeast of the site)

•	 Pico Road (private, but included for comparison, key 
views from northeast of the site)

2.0 Alternative Description and 
Regulatory Framework

The following sections provide an overview of the alternative 
and the land use/development regulations governing the al-
ternative site and its surroundings.

2.1 Alternative Description
The Gopher Canyon alternative would be a Class III sanitary 
landfill. The conceptual site boundary covers approximately 
474 acres, although the final waste footprint of the landfill is 
expected to be less than 180 acres. While a fully developed 
alternative would include site plans detailing access roads, 
ancillary facilities, and various utility-related structures, this 
visual impact analysis is based on conceptual plan informa-
tion. This site is being reviewed for comparison purposes with 
Gregory Canyon and is not currently being pursued by a proj-
ect applicant. The conceptual plans referenced in this report 
include basic details such as maximum fill contours and po-
tential zones for stockpiles and ancillary facilities.

It is expected that than an average of 3,200 tons per day (tpd), 
or one million tons annually, will be deposited at the land-
fill over its life. Accounting for the volume occupied by the 
containment system, daily, intermediate, and final covers, the 
estimated site life is approximately 23 years. The finished el-
evation of the landfill is expected to be 1,150 feet Mean Sea 
Level (MSL).

The analysis includes two estimates of an interim condition. 
The viewshed analysis provides two scenarios, one with 
the landfill form and two interim borrow/stockpile loca-
tions (based on estimated maximum height during activity) 
and one final landfill form without the borrow/stockpiles. 
Additionally, one of the simulation models shown later in this 
study displays an estimated 50% full landfill form for compar-
ison to the 100% landfill form.

2.2 Land Use Designations and Zoning
The visual character surrounding a site is primarily influenced 
by the adjacent land uses. Existing land uses establish the 
current visual environment, while planned land uses and 
zoning provide clues as to the nature of the future visual 
environment.

2.2.1 Existing Land Use
The Gopher Canyon alternative site is currently vacant/unde-
veloped land. Improvements such as roadways and limited 
utility infrastructure exist on portions of the site, but the ma-
jority remains in its natural state.
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According to the San Diego Association of Governments 
(SANDAG) data from 2009, the site is surrounded by a mix 
of land uses: vacant/undeveloped, rural residential, orchard/
vineyard, open space, extractive, golf course, single fam-
ily detached, landscaped open space, and communications/
utilities.

2.2.2 Proposed Land Use
General plans provide a community a vision for growth for 
20-30 years. These documents establish common goals and 
policies that guide the more specific development guidelines 
and regulations contained in documents like the zoning or-
dinance. San Diego County adopted an update of its General 
Plan in August 2011. The land uses proposed by the 2011 San 
Diego County General Plan for the vicinity of the site include:

•	 Public Agency Lands
•	 Public/Semi-Public Facilities
•	 Rural Lands (RL-20)
•	 Semi-Rural Residential (SR-2)
•	 Semi-Rural Residential (SR-4)
•	 Semi-Rural Residential (SR-10)
•	 Specific Plan Area

Below is a brief discussion of the differences between the 
existing and proposed land uses near the alternative site. 
Please note, the General Plan designations are applied to ar-
eas larger than the existing land use designations mentioned 
in Section 2.2.1. As such, proposed land use categories that 
are in keeping with the character of existing land use descrip-
tions are not considered to represent a change of land use.

Differences in existing and proposed land uses include:

•	 The existing Cal-a-Vie Health Spa, to the northwest of the 
site, appears to be recognized as Semi-Rural Residential 
(SR-10) in the proposed land use map, whereas the 2009 
SANDAG land use data shows vacant/undeveloped.

•	 Existing vacant/undeveloped areas north of Gopher 
Canyon Road are proposed to be Semi-Rural Residential 
(SR-2, SR-4).

2.2.3 Zoning
Zoning within San Diego County has various mechanisms 
for controlling land use and development standards. Zones 
are commonly named or referred to by their Use Designation 
(A70, RR, S88, etc.). The standards for land use within these 
designations are shared, while the standards for develop-
ment depend on a number of different factors. Detailed dis-
cussion of the zoning regulations affecting the visual aspects 
of the Gopher Canyon alternative site is included in Section 
2.3.2.3. Below is a discussion of significant differences be-
tween the existing zoning and proposed land use discussed 
in the previous section:

•	 Both the existing zoning and proposed land use indicate 
various intensities of semi-rural, rural, and agricultural 
land uses surrounding the site. Zoning is expected to be 
conformed to the 2011 General Plan land use designa-
tions in the coming years.

2.3 Regulatory Framework
The Gopher Canyon alternative is within the jurisdictional 
control of the County of San Diego. A variety of plans and 
policies were reviewed in order to determine conformance 
with visual goals and policies.

2.3.1 Visual Resource Guidance
The County of San Diego provides guidelines for determining 
significance in relation to visual resource impacts. The guide-
lines address impacts related to landform quality, visual qual-
ity, view quality, and community plans and policies.

2.3.2 General Plan
Land Use Element

Goal LU-2: Maintenance of the County’s Rural Character

Policy LU 2.8: Mitigation of Development Impacts. Require 
measures that minimize significant impacts to surrounding 
areas from uses or operations that cause excessive noise, vi-
brations, dust, odor, aesthetic impairment and/or are detri-
mental to human health and safety.

Goal LU-12: Infrastructure and Services Supporting 
Development

Policy LU 12.4: Planning for Compatibility. Plan and site infra-
structure for public utilities and public facilities in a manner 
compatible with community character, minimize visual and 
environmental impacts, and whenever feasible, locate any fa-
cilities and supporting infrastructure outside preserve areas.
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Conservation and Open Space Element

Goal COS-11: Preservation of Scenic Resources

Policy COS 11.1: Protection of Scenic Resources. Require 
the protection of scenic highways, corridors, regionally sig-
nificant scenic vistas, and natural features, including promi-
nent ridgelines, dominant landforms, reservoirs, and scenic 
landscapes.

Twin Oaks Valley road, between Gopher Canyon Road and San 
Marcos city limits; and

Gopher Canyon Road, between Vista city limits and Lilac Road

Policy COS 11.3: Development Siting and Design. Require de-
velopment within visually sensitive areas to minimize visual 
impacts and to preserve unique or special visual features, 
particularly in rural areas, through the following:

•	 Creative site planning
•	 Integration of natural features into the project
•	 Appropriate scale, materials, and design to complement 

the surrounding natural landscape
•	 Minimal disturbance of topography
•	 Clustering of development so as to preserve a balance 

of open space vistas, natural features, and community 
character

•	 Creation of contiguous open space networks

Goal COS-12: Preservation of Ridgelines and Hillsides

Policy 12.1: Hillside and Ridgeline Development Density. 
Protect undeveloped ridgelines and steep hillsides by main-
taining semi-rural or rural designations on these areas.

Policy 12.2: Development Location on Ridges. Require devel-
opment to preserve the physical features by being located 
down and away from ridgelines so that structures are not sil-
houetted against the sky.

2.3.3 Bonsall Community Plan
The Bonsall Community Plan supplements all existing 
Elements of the San Diego County General Plan with specific 
emphasis on the planning needs of the Bonsall subregion. 
The Plan reflects, to the maximum possible extent, consis-
tency with General Plans of each of the six incorporated cities 
located within the Subregion.

Land Use

Goal LU-1.1 Balance of Bonsall’s rural land uses within the 
community

Policy LU1.1.3: Require development to be sensitive to the 
topography, physical context, and community character of 
Bonsall.

Goal LU-5.1 A physical environment where degraded ri-
parian areas have been restored and the natural topog-
raphy retained.

Policy LU-5.1.2: Require grading to be contoured to blend 
with natural topography, rather than consist of straight edges.

Policy LU-5.1.3: Minimize grading to preserve natural land-
forms, major rock outcroppings and areas of existing mature 
trees. Integrate hillside development with existing topogra-
phy and landforms.

Policy LU-5.1.4: Restrict, to the maximum extent feasible, 
extensive grading for development projects in areas with 
slopes that are 20 percent or greater, in order to preserve and 
protect the environment, and to lessen grading and erosion.

Policy LU-5.1.5: Require development on slopes to be stepped 
to follow and preserve topography to the maximum extent 
feasible.

Policy LU-5.1.6: Minimize cut and fill grading for roads and ac-
cess ways to the absolute minimum necessary.

Goal LU-7.2 Bonsall’s solid waste disposal needs are met 
on a timely basis with the least possible impact on the 
environment.

Policy LU-7.2.1: Encourage the use of transfer stations to 
reduce overall truck traffic to landfills, allow increased recy-
cling, and reduce solid waste volumes. Coordinate the sit-
ing of transfer stations with the location of new landfill sites 
to minimize truck traffic through predominantly residential 
areas.

Circulation and Mobility

Goal CM-5.1 Preserve scenic routes

Policy CM-5.1.3: Require new development to provide trees, 
in compliance with the suggested trees for defensible space, 
within the development but along and outside of the public 
right of way.
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Conservation and Open Space

Goal COS-1.1 The preservation of the unique natural and 
cultural resources of Bonsall

Policy COS-1.1.5: Require that landscaping be designed to 
prevent erosion on graded sites and, if adjacent to sensitive 
habitats, require re-vegetation with the appropriate drought 
tolerant plant species with specific restrictions on the use of 
any invasive species.

Policy COS-1.1.6: Encourage development to plant an appro-
priate variety of trees to stabilize soil conditions and contrib-
ute to atmospheric oxygen production.

Resource Conservation Areas

The Resource Conservation Area (RCA) designation is applied 
to protect sensitive biological, archaeological, aesthetic, min-
eral, and water resources. Projects requiring environmen-
tal analysis under the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA) that occur within RCAs should be carefully analyzed 
to assess their impact on the RCA.

Gopher Canyon is designated as resource conservation area #20.

The San Marcos Mountains are designated as resource conser-
vation area #22.

2.3.4 Zoning Ordinance
Portions of the County Zoning Ordinance that may affect the 
assessment of visual impacts include:

Agricultural Use Regulations: Limited Agricultural Use 
Regulations (A70)

Building Type (C): Attached and Detached Non-Residential 
Structures Permitted
Max Height (G): 35 feet
Setback (W): Ranges from 25 feet to 60 feet
Special Regulations (-): N/A 

Extractive Use Regulations (S82)

Building Type (W): Attached and Detached Non-Residential 
Structures Permitted
Max Height (G): 35 feet
Setback (W): Ranges from 25 feet to 60 feet
Special Regulations (-): N/A 

Specific Planning Area Use Regulations (S88)

Building Type (K): Only residential structures permitted
Max Height (G): 35 feet
Setback (V): Varies: Setbacks established during discretionary 
review process
Special Regulations (-): N/A 

2.3.5 Resource Protection Ordinance (2007)
In order to protect and preserve the unique topography, 
ecosystems, and natural characteristics of San Diego County, 
the Board of Supervisors created the Resource Protection 
Ordinance. This ordinance creates special controls on devel-
opment impacting the County’s wetlands, floodplains, steep 
slopes, sensitive biological habitats, and prehistoric and his-
toric sites.

The County requires a Resource Protection Study be conduct-
ed as a part of certain discretionary permitting processes. If 
the Resource Protection Study identifies the presence of sen-
sitive resources, one or more of the following actions may be 
required as a condition of approval:

•	 Apply open space easements to portions of the project 
site that contain sensitive lands;

•	 Rezone the entire project site through the application of 
a special area designator for sensitive lands; or

•	 Other actions as determined by the decision-making 
body.

2.3.6 County of San Diego Board of 
Supervisors Hillside Development 
Policy (I-73)

It is the policy of the County that the development of build-
ing sites in hillside areas be planned and constructed in such 
a manner as to preserve, enhance, or improve the physical 
features of the area consistent with providing building sites 
while at the same time optimizing the aesthetic quality of 
the final product. Physical site resources may include: exist-
ing natural terrain; established vegetation; visually significant 
geologic displays; and portions of a site that have significant 
on-site vista points.
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3.0 Visual Environment
Understanding the existing visual environment of the alter-
native site and its surroundings is key in assessing changes 
produced by the alternative. The following sections discuss 
the setting of the alternative, describe existing landscape 
character units, and analyze site visibility from within the 
region.

3.1 Setting
The Gopher Canyon alternative site is located between the 
City of Vista and the Interstate 15 corridor in northern San 
Diego County. The context of the site is characterized by ag-
ricultural and large-lot rural residential development, with 
other land uses/activities including quarries, day spas/re-
sorts, and regional utility infrastructure for communications 
and water treatment. The land is characterized by varied to-
pography, with both minor and major riparian corridors sur-
rounded by hills and mountains of all scales. 

3.2 Landscape Units
In order to better understand the visual context of the 
area surrounding the proposed Gopher Canyon Landfill 
Alternative, visual landscape units have been established and 
described. These landscape units possess consistent visual 
elements that produce a unique experience for the viewer. 
Landscape units can vary greatly in size, but even in very 
large landscape units, the visual environment should exhibit 
consistent visual character within its delineated boundaries. 
The following is a discussion of the landscape units in the vi-
cinity of the site. Figure 2 shows the geographic limits of the 
landscape character units and is supplemented by photos of 
typical conditions within each unit.

Agriculture

North San Diego County has historically been a center of pro-
ductive agricultural use. Orchards and vineyards populate 
much of the region, including valleys, plains, and hillsides. 
Common agricultural products include avocados, citrus, 
strawberries, mushrooms, nursery trees/plants, and sod. The 
region is also used to raise livestock such as horses and poul-
try. The character of the agricultural landscape unit is typified 
by the existence of crop/orchard rows, open fields, livestock 
pens, canals/water delivery systems, and accessory structures 
such as barns, storage shelters, and tanks/wells. While these 
elements vary in appearance, they maintain a cohesive iden-
tity through the scarcity of man-made structures and overall 
urbanization. 

The agriculture landscape unit is only moderately sensitive 
to change based on the numerous uses generally associ-
ated with a rural/agrarian landscape. The landscape unit is 
compatible with most uses provided they do not introduce 
elements associated with a more urban environment such 
as closely spaced structures, widened roadways, increased 
number of roadways, parking areas, man-made lighting, and 
overall reduction of visual access to land.

The majority of the agriculture landscape unit is located to 
the east and northeast of the site. 

Golf Course

The golf course landscape unit is characterized by the fair-
ways, greens, water features, and man-made landscaping 
that constitutes the majority of the property. Golf courses are 
generally much more lush than the surrounding terrain, in-
cluding non-native trees, expansive turf, and other plants that 
help define the course and either provide views to desirable 
off-site features or screen the course for privacy. Accessory 
structures include club houses, restrooms, gift shops, mainte-
nance buildings, bridges, paved cart paths, and fencing.

Golf courses are also many times a central feature of a master-
planned community, and can include associated residential 
development at varying densities, and thus, are classified as 
belonging to the appropriate residential development land-
scape unit rather than the golf course landscape unit.  

While the visual environment of the golf course landscape 
unit is carefully crafted and potentially sensitive to visual 
changes to its surroundings, the golf courses near the al-
ternative are private land. As previously mentioned, private 
views are considered secondarily to public views.

For reference, the site is adjacent to the Vista Valley Country 
Club (private). Also within the three miles of the site are 
the San Luis Rey Downs Country Club (open to the public), 
Lawrence Welk Resort Golf Course (open to the public), and 
the Castle Creek Golf Course (open to the public).

Quarry

The quarry landscape unit represents land that has been 
used for an extractive use, and in the context of the Gopher 
Canyon study, refers to open-pit style of extraction. Quarries 
are large-scale industrial operations that are distinguished 
by the significant amounts of rock face that they expose. 
Unweathered rock exhibits a much lighter color than the 
weathered/vegetated surfaces around it. The extraction pro-
cess also introduces straight lines and right angles to slopes 
and hillsides that are normally curvilinear. Although not as 
visible as the quarry itself, extraction equipment such as 
cranes, vehicles, conveyors, storage facilities, etc. create a dis-
tinctly industrial character to the landscape unit.
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Figure 2: Landscape Character Units

The quarry landscape unit is not sensitive to change. The 
quality of the visual environment on and off the site does not 
impact its operations. Conversely, its use of the land changes 
the visual environment in substantial ways, but this change is 
expected and integral with the quarry’s economic purpose.

There are two quarries near the alternative: one immedi-
ately to the southeast, and one on the western slopes of the 
Merriam Mountains, near Twin Oaks Valley Road.

Resort/Spa

The resort/spa landscape unit refers to small to medium scale 
master-planned development designed to provide a pasto-
ral setting for relaxation and recreation. Elements utilized in 
creating this setting include man-made landscaping, themati-
cally tied buildings/structures, balance of open space and built 
space, and situation within a low-density or remote context.  
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The resort/spa landscape unit is sensitive to change, al-
though, like the golf course, it is privately owned and views 
from the property are therefore not public views.

The closest resort/spa to the alternative is the Cal-a-Vie 
Health Spa, located to the northwest of the site, but south of 
Gopher Canyon Road. Cal-a-Vie is located on a private road 
and access is restricted, so no photos of this landscape char-
acter unit could be taken.

Rural Residential

The rural residential landscape unit is characterized by large-
lot, low-density residential development that exhibits the 
informal building style of the agricultural landscape unit, 
but not the dominance of agricultural uses. Rural residential 
development may have some limited agricultural production 
on-site, but is defined primarily by single family residences, 

large landscaped areas, and recreational amenities such as 
basketball courts, tennis courts, swimming pools, etc. While 
the development pattern of the rural residential landscape 
unit is low-density, the proliferation and density of landscap-
ing can limit views and view corridors, creating a more en-
closed viewing experience than in an agricultural setting.

The rural residential landscape unit is moderately sensitive to 
change. It is compatible with agricultural uses, but adversely 
affected by other non-residential uses and more densely de-
veloped residential uses.

The rural residential landscape unit represents a small frac-
tion of the land near the alternative, being concentrated to 
the north of the site, but south of Camino del Rey Road.

Semi-Rural ResidentialRural Residential

Utility Undeveloped Hillside/Slope
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Semi-Rural Residential

The semi-rural residential landscape unit represents a fur-
ther urbanization of the rural residential landscape unit: lot 
sizes are not as large (although still large by urban standards), 
roads are wider, and agricultural use of property generally 
disappears. Public improvements such as curbs, sidewalks, 
and street lighting can occur. Semi-rural residential structures 
tend to be unique and can vary greatly in scale and building 
materials, negating a consistent character in terms of built 
form.

The semi-rural residential landscape unit is moderately sensi-
tive to change. It is a transition zone between urban/subur-
ban densities and more rural uses, but is potentially compat-
ible with both. The greatest sensitivity is to non-residential 
uses and building types typical in commercial or industrial 
development.

Semi-rural residential landscape unit blocks are located to 
the west and south of the alternative.

Utility

The facilities and infrastructure associated with the utility 
landscape unit are industrial in nature. The utility campuses 
near the alternative are specifically water utility facilities. The 
sites are typically free of vegetation and feature large expans-
es on paved surfaces. There are facilities of varying sizes used 
for varying purposes, including holding tanks and basins.

The utility landscape unit is not sensitive to change. The qual-
ity of the visual environment on and off the site does not im-
pact its operations. Conversely, its use of the land changes 
the visual environment in substantial ways, but this change 
is expected and integral with the quarry’s economic purpose.

There are two utility landscape units near the alternative: one 
east of the site on Silverleaf Lane and one south of the site off 
Twin Oaks Valley Road.

Urban

The urban landscape unit is varied and contains many sub-
units that have their own visual qualities, however, because 
the urban environment is near the periphery of the study 
area and has almost no visibility to the site (discussed in 
greater detail later), it is identified as one landscape unit. The 
urban landscape unit is primarily characterized by its density 
of development and dominance of man-made structures. 
Roadways can be multi-lane, and right-of-way improvements 
can include sidewalks, landscaping, transit shelters, etc. Walls 
typically denote the boundary between properties and struc-
tures, rather than vegetation, and prove the most frequent 
obstruction to views and viewing corridors. Public viewing 

locations, however, can be more numerous than in rural set-
tings as the number of public roadways increases and public 
amenities such as trails and parks become more prevalent.

The urban environment is defined by a mix of land uses and 
building types, and as a whole, has a low sensitivity to change. 

The closest urban environment exists in the City of Vista, to 
the southwest of the site.

Undeveloped Hillside/Slope

The undeveloped hillside landscape character area refers to 
the natural, undisturbed slopes of the hills and mountains 
surrounding the alternative. The unique visual environment 
created by these hillsides comes from the oak/chaparral plant 
communities and distinctive rock outcroppings. The hills/
mountains themselves serve as landmarks to the surrounding 
lowlands and canyons and create a dynamic visual backdrop.

The undeveloped hillside landscape unit is highly sensitive to 
change. Changes to the topography of the hillsides disrupt 
their natural geometry and, if located high on the slope, can 
be seen from great distances. Likewise, changes in the native 
vegetative cover can expose the light soil and/or rock below, 
creating an inconsistency in texture and color.

The alternative is surrounded by undeveloped hillsides to 
the northwest, west and south. The western slopes of the 
Merriam Mountains, to the southwest, also fall into the unde-
veloped hillside landscape unit.

3.3 Viewshed
In establishing visual impacts of the alternative, the planning 
team conducted a viewshed analysis to determine which ar-
eas in the vicinity of the alternative would have a view of the 
site. Because the active use of a landfill is likely to be decades 
long, the visual assessment also discusses areas with views of 
project elements in their interim stages. 

3.3.1 Theoretical Viewshed Limits
A viewshed is defined as the geographical area within which 
at least some components or elements of the alternative are 
visible. The viewshed for the Gopher Canyon alternative was 
analyzed using aerial photographs, USGS topographic maps, 
and computer viewshed methodologies.  

A theoretical model was developed utilizing Digital Elevation 
Models (DEM). These DEM files consist of x, y, and z data 
(north south, east west and elevational data) representing an 
area 10 meters by 10 meters per data point.  This analysis is 
considered a theoretical limit since it only takes into account 
the position of the viewer, the location of the element being 
viewed, and the intervening topography. It does not analyze 
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the effects of buildings, trees, and other structures that can 
severely limit the visibility of elements. It also does not take 
into account the effects of distance on the visibility of these 
elements. It does, however, represent the worst-case visibil-
ity of the alternative’s elements. In reality, intervening uses, 
structures and plant materials, as well as distance, can affect 
the overall significance of visual impacts. 

The viewshed was limited to a three-mile radius from the 
site and the computer model used a total of 100 observa-
tion points to determine the degree of visibility of the site. 
Observation points were arranged to reflect two scenarios: 
one where the landfill is under construction, including bor-
row/stockpiles areas and one where the landfill is completed 
and there are no remaining borrow/stockpiles. The borrow/
stockpile locations are generalized for this analysis as spe-
cific locations and grading information were not available. 
Approximate maximum heights were provided by Geosyntec 
for each location.

Ancillary facilities (maintenance facilities, scales, basins, 
flares, etc.) were not modeled in either scenario because of 
their relatively minor scale in comparison to the landfill and 
borrow/stockpile elements (maximum of approximately 30 
feet for ancillary facilities vs. hundreds of feet for the landfill 
and stockpiles).  

3.3.2 Viewing Conditions
Viewing conditions can be determined by physical conditions 
including topography, temporary and permanent obstructions, 
lighting, and atmospheric conditions.

Lighting can have a significant effect on views. Clouds and fog 
can also change viewing conditions by increasing or decreas-
ing contrast. Atmospheric conditions in San Diego County 
tend to be hazy a large percentage of the time. A combina-
tion of fog, mist, haze, and smog combine to decrease visibil-
ity. Often, details of visual features are not discernible when 
more than three miles away. Based on typical viewing condi-
tions in this area, objects more than two miles away gener-
ally will not be considered visually prominent. If these objects 
are large enough to be visible, they would not be prominent, 
since the distance decreases scale and contrast that is nor-
mally perceived by changes in texture, color and pattern. 

3.3.3 Views of the Site
The viewshed analysis indicates that the Gopher Canyon al-
ternative is highly visible from locations to the east, north-
east, and north of the site, with areas to the southeast and 
northwest having limited visibility of the alternative’s features 
(see Figure 3). The urbanized area of Vista and the southern 
portions of the San Luis Rey valley either have no visibility, or 

extremely limited visibility of the alternative, even at its fin-
ished elevation. 

Of an estimated 23,000 dwelling units situated within the 
three mile radius of the site, approximately 845 fall within the 
viewshed of the completed landfill (see Figure 4 and Table 1). 
The large difference between these two numbers reflects the 
fact that the most densely populated areas within the three 
mile radius (mainly the City of Vista, to the southwest) are 
shielded from the proposed landfill by existing topography. 
A cursory analysis of the zoning that falls within the views-
hed shows that the number of dwelling units allowed could 
almost triple (to 2,355) if maximum densities were allowed on 
a dwelling unit/acre basis.

The second viewshed analysis, including borrow/stockpile 
locations and elevations, reveals that visibility will increase 
from the southwest (see Figure 5). Although this area is size-
able in terms of extent and population, its only view is of the 
southwestern stockpile, which sits at a high elevation and 
could potentially have a 100-foot vertical dimension. The fea-
ture, however, would be temporary and the other elements 
remain out of sight. This scenario also shows that the east-
ern stockpile is not visible to areas to the east, northeast, and 
north that did not already have views to the site. 

Although the viewshed analysis shows that large areas 
around the site of the alternative would have a view of the 
finished landfill, field investigation determined that many of 
these locations are private, including private roadways - some 
of which even restrict access by means of a gate. Additionally, 
many public viewing locations do not have views to the site 
as indicated on the viewshed analysis because of significant 
vegetation. These “real world” factors significantly reduce 
the public viewing locations that would be impacted by the 
alternative.

4.0 Existing Visual Resources and 
Viewer Response

When determining potential impacts to the visual environ-
ment, a common vocabulary must be established to describe 
the aspect of a setting that could be altered or impacted by 
the alternative. Likewise, characteristics of potential viewers 
must be discussed and defined. The following sections pro-
vide these distinctions.

4.1 Existing Visual Resources
Visual resources are defined by their character and their 
quality. The character describes the elements that make the 
resource unique in terms of appearance, while the quality 
refers to the public perception of the resource and their reac-
tion to the resource.
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4.1.1 Visual Character
The character of a visual resource can be further subdivided 
into pattern element and pattern character to better describe 
the distinctive features of a resource.

4.1.1.1 Pattern Elements
Visual character is generally defined by pattern elements 
such as form, spatial position relative to the viewer, line, color, 
texture, and detail.

The overall landforms of the area are generally large scale and 
dominant. The typical angle of slope is between 15 and 20 de-
grees with slopes ranging from 10-35%. The bottom of slopes 
are generally concave and gentle and convex toward the 
top. A strong contrast between these slopes and the ground 
plane exists. The abrupt change in slope at the floodplain lev-
el is very apparent. The ridgelines of the Merriam Mountains 
and San Marcos Mountains provide the distinguishing back-
ground for views in the area.

Because of intermediate hills and valleys surrounding the al-
ternative, the spatial position of the site relative to the viewer 
varies.

Line characteristics are not readily apparent in the undis-
turbed areas, with the exception of ridgelines. Road distur-
bances and agricultural field/property edges represent the 
majority of lines seen in the landscape.

There is no dominant color pattern to the visual context of 
the alternative site. Although large areas are relatively undis-
turbed and exhibit the typical native chaparral, sage cover, 
and rock outcroppings, other areas introduce the myriad 
colors associated with man-made structures and agricultural 
development. Likewise, texture and detail vary depending on 
viewing location, although the overall impression is softened  
by the prevalence of plant material and rolling topography.

4.1.1.2 Pattern Character
Pattern character can be described in terms of harmony, vari-
ety, contrast, and scale. The natural elements of the hillsides 
and the valleys can be considered harmonious. Likewise, the 
agricultural uses of pastures, orchards, and row crops are 
also harmonious with each other and the native landscape. 
Non-harmonious elements include the quarries, roadways, 
and residential development at suburban and urban densi-
ties (although these are largely outside the viewshed of the 
alternative).

Variety and contrast exist within the context of the site, al-
though the differences are not stark, and thus, maintain a 
character typical of rural viewing scenes. The context of the 
alternative is memorable, but does not present any features 
that stand out above the others or in a regional sense, with 
the possible exception of the highest peaks/ridgelines of the 
San Marcos and Merriam Mountains, nearly three miles to the 
south/southeast.

Zoning Acres In 
Viewshed

Existing 
Dwelling 
Units

Density Allowed 
in Zone (DU/
Acre)*

Dwelling Units 
Allowed in Zone**

Potential 
Additional 
Houses

A70 - Limited Agricultural 1,198.79 311 0.125 - 0.5 599 288

A72 - General Agricultural 0.85 1 0.125 0 0

RR - Rural Residential 1,534.87 354 0.25 - 1.0 1,535 1,181

S80 - Open Space 12.02 N/A N/A N/A N/A

S82 - Extractive Use 309.08 1 0.05 16 15

S87 - Limited Control 3.62 1 0.4 2 0

S88 - Specific Planning Area 192.64 165 0.4 - 2.04 165*** N/A

S92 - General Rural 152.01 12 0.25 38 26

TOTAL 3,403.88 845 2,355 1,510

Table 1: Viewshed Acreage and Residential Viewer Projection

*  Densities can vary within each zoning use category. Densities displayed reflect SANDAG data from 2009.
**  Assumes maximum density.
*** S88 zone occurs in one location and is built-out, so it will not accommodate additional dwelling units
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The scale of the area varies from the large landforms of the 
Merriam and San Marcos Mountains to the narrow, linear 
riparian corridors in the valleys. Most cultural elements are 
in scale with the natural elements, with the exception of the 
mining operations.

4.1.2 Visual Quality
The visual quality of the area is described in terms of its vivid-
ness, intactness, and scarcity of the specific visual elements.

The planning team evaluated each landscape unit in terms 
of its physical and perceptual quality, individually assessing 
elements such as landform, vegetation, water, harmony, viv-
idness, and scarcity (see Appendix A for evaluation forms). 
Figure 6 shows the results of this evaluation in terms of high, 
moderate, and low visual character of each landscape unit. 
The point totals for each landscape unit in terms of physical 
and perceptual quality are provided in Table 2.

The areas immediately surrounding the alternative, includ-
ing undeveloped open space, golf course, and resort/spa 
exhibit the highest visual quality in the study area because 
of their distinct character and balance of features. The agri-
cultural and residential portions of the area represent mod-
erate visual quality, where aspects are unique, but there is 
greater variation in form, color, and pattern. The high and 
moderate visual quality landscape units constitute most of 
the area within the viewshed to the north, east, and south, 
as described earlier. The low visual quality areas are the land-
scape units of quarry, utility, and urban. The quarry and utility 
landscapes are rated as having low visual quality because of 
the chaotic appearance they present and the disruption they 
cause to other landscapes nearby. The urban landscape unit 
is rated as low because of its disruption on the nearby rural 
and undeveloped landscape units and its lack of a single, co-
hesive identity, form, or character.

4.2 Viewer Response Assessment
The response of viewers to a change in the viewing scene can 
be estimated by analyzing elements such as viewing distanc-
es, viewer sensitivity, and viewing duration. Table 3 displays 
theses elements as they relate to the various viewer groups 
present near the site.

The viewer groups with the highest sensitivity to change 
are residents and members of the Vista Valley Country Club. 
Residents are most sensitive because of the length of the du-
ration of their exposure, the close proximity to the site (for 
some residents), and their significant investment in proper-
ty (and its visual setting). Likewise, members at the private 
Vista Valley Country Club invest money in their golf course 
to maintain an enjoyable recreational experience, which is 
influenced by not only the golf course facility, but also the 
surrounding terrain. Both these viewers, however, view the 
alternative site from a private viewing location.

The closest public viewing location is along public roadways 
in the vicinity of the site. The most highly traveled roadway, 
Gopher Canyon Road, runs along the canyon bottom, shield-
ing it from views to the site. Other roadways provide glimpses 
of the site, but are traveled by a host of drivers with varying 
levels of interest in the surrounding visual environment.

5.0 Visual Impact Assessment
The visual impacts of the alternative are determined by assess-
ing changes to existing visual resources by the alternative and 
predicting viewer response to any visual losses or contrasts. 
Visual resource change can result from the loss of visual re-
sources which contribute to the visual character of the area 
and/or the introduction of visually prominent elements that 
contrast negatively with the visual quality/character of the 
area. These impacts can be to landform, the visual quality or 
the visual character of the site.

The viewer response to changes in the visual environment 
created by the alternative is determined by viewer exposure 
and viewer sensitivity to the alternative. The resulting level 
of visual impact is determined by combining the severity of 
resource change with the degree to which people are likely 
to oppose or be disturbed by the change, weighted by the 
quantity and viewing duration of the changes.

Later sections of the report include realistic computer simula-
tions of the alternative, along with simplified photographic 
integration of computer models placed over top of existing 
visual resources shown in the photographs. 

The following sections detail the terminology used to analyze 
these simulations, as well as the process followed to select 
the simulated key views from numerous candidate key view 
photos/locations.
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Figure 6: Landscape Character Unit Visual Quality
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Table 2: Visual Quality Inventory Evaluation Summary

Unit Name Physical Perceptual Total Quality 
Category

Agriculture 11 2 13 Moderate

Golf Course 19 8 27 High

Quarry 6 -5 1 Low

Resort/Spa 15 8 23 High

Rural Residential 11 3 14 Moderate

Semi-Rural Residential 11 3 14 Moderate

Undeveloped Hillside 11 12 23 High

Utility 5 -3 2 Low

Urban 11 -3 8 Low
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Viewer Group Viewer 
Quantity

View Distance View 
Duration

Viewer 
Sensitivity

Note

Golf Course Patrons Low Foreground 
(for Vista Valley 
Country Club)

3 - 5 hours High Vista Valley Country Club patrons view 
the landfill from a private viewing 
location.

Residents Moderate Foreground to 
background

12 -14 hours 
daily

High Residents are highly sensitive to 
change based on their investment in 
their homes. Views from their homes 
are private views, although they would 
also frequently travel public roadways 
in the vicinity (and within the views-
hed) of the project.

Agricultural Workers Low Middleground 
to background

Up to 9 hours 
daily

Low Workers may have intermittent views 
to the site while working and traveling 
to/from their place of employment, 
although their stake in the visual qual-
ity of the surrounding properties is 
limited.

Quarry Workers Low Foreground Up to 9 hours 
daily

Low While workers have a limited stake in 
the visual environment near where 
they work, the chaotic and industrial 
nature of their worksite would lessen 
their sensitivity to changes in the sur-
rounding environment even more.

Water District Workers Low Background Up to 9 hours 
daily

Low Workers may have intermittent views 
to the site while working and traveling 
to/from their place of employment, 
although their stake in the visual qual-
ity of the surrounding properties is 
limited.

Roadway Drivers Moderate Middleground 
to background

Intermittent; 
30 second 
intervals

Moderate Regional residents and visitors to the 
area likely constitute the majority of 
the roadway drivers in the area. These 
viewers would appreciate the context 
of the project for its rural/agrarian 
aesthetic, but would have limited 
investment otherwise. View durations 
would also be brief given the varied 
topography and dense vegetation in 
the area.

Table 3: Viewer Group Response Analysis
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5.1 Definitions of Visual Impact Levels
The following definitions will be used in subsequent sections 
of the document.

No Impact

Changes in the visual environment have no impact on exist-
ing visual resources. NOTE: If improvements in the visual envi-
ronment occur as a result of the alternative, the impact would 
also be classified as “no impact.”

Less than significant impact

Impacts below that of significance can result when the chang-
es to existing visual resources are not be perceived negatively 
by viewers, the number of viewers is low, the contrast with 
existing resources is too small, or the contrast occurs in an 
area with low visual quality/low sensitivity to visual changes. 
NEPA requires mitigation for all levels of adversity, even those 
considered to be below a level of significance.

Significant Impact

Changes in the visual environment produce a significant im-
pact when they introduce a moderate or high level of con-
trast to the visual resource, resulting in a viewer response that 
is moderately or highly negative. Mitigation will be required 
to reduce the impact to a less-than-significant level.

5.2 Guidelines for Determining 
Significance

The visual impact assessment of the Gopher Canyon alter-
native is based on impact to the following visual elements: 
visual quality, landform quality, view quality, and commu-
nity plans and policies. These significance criteria are set 
under guidance provided by the United States Army Corps 
of Engineers (USACE) as approved in the Gregory Canyon 
Landfill Study Plan.

An alternative will be considered to have a significant effect if 
it proposes any of the changes listed below. Conversely, if an 
alternative does not propose any of the following, it will not 
be considered to have a significant effect on visual resources.

Impact to Landform Quality

1. The alternative would result in a permanent adverse 
change in the natural landform character of a scenic 
area. This change must not only be noticeable to a mod-
erate to large number of viewers, but the contrast must 
dominate other adjacent landforms. 

Impacts to Visual Quality

2. The alternative would clearly contrast with the existing 
visual resources of a moderate or high quality landscape 
assessment unit. This contrast must be clearly visible to 
a moderate to large number of viewers and the contrast 
must dominate the visual scene to the point where 
the character and quality of the visual resources, or the 
scene as a whole, are permanently and significantly 
degraded.

Impacts on View Quality

3. The alternative would block a substantial percentage of 
an existing view corridor of a regionally or subregionally 
important view scene, or prevent the physical or visual 
access to a viewing point from which the viewing scene 
can be seen. An adverse effect would also occur if an 
alternative highly contrasts and dominates the view-
ing scene to the point where the view scene quality is 
substantially degraded.

Impacts to Community  Plans and Policies

4. The alternative would prevent the attainment of a 
design or other aesthetic goal that is part of an adopted 
community plan or other County approved document. 
This visual character type is determined by line, form, 
color, contrast, texture, cultural features, scale and 
other elements that contribute to the character of the 
neighborhood and that are identified as important to 
the community.
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In order to assess these impacts thoroughly and provide a 
basis of comparison with the Gregory Canyon visual impact 
analysis, this study utilizes the following questions to estab-
lish significance at each of the key view viewing locations:

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of physical visual 
resources?

5. Will the alternative block and existing view corridor, 
change a regionally important view scene, or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

These questions attempt to quantify a number of viewers 
above which would represent a “moderate” quantity of view-
ers (potentially resulting in a cumulative impact), as well as 
provide more specificity to the ways impacts could affect 
landform quality, view quality, visual quality, and community 
plans and policies.

5.3 Key Views
Because it is not feasible to analyze all the possible views in 
which the landfill alternative would be seen, it is necessary to 
select a number of key view points that most clearly display 
the visual effects of the alternative. 

Figure 7 shows key views that represent typical views as seen 
by different viewer groups that also represent the most vis-
ible angles for which the viewer groups can see them from. 
These are referred to as “Candidate Key Views.” Each of the 
candidate key views on the following page includes an over-
lay of the landfill massing. These are not intended to be full 
simulations, just graphics that help to portray the general 
location, scale and extent of the proposed improvements. 
Table 4 summarizes each of these key views. The following 
pages include all of the key view photos that represent the 
full range of views of the site. Three of these key views have 
been refined into full simulations with suggested mitigations.

5.4 Visual Simulation Review
Figures 8 through 10 represent photo realistic computer 
simulations of the landfill alternative. They were developed 
through the use of a three-dimensional computer model of 
the landform with the landfill topographical contours. This 
model was then transposed over top of a photo image of the 
site. Additional texture, color, details and shadowing were add-
ed to increase the realistic look of the simulation. Foreground 
elements are added that would normally block out parts of the 
background view. 

The simulations reveal that the visibility and impact of the 
alternative depends greatly on the location of the viewer. 
While the landfill alternative is large in scale, the nondescript 
form and distance from many public viewing locations help 
to de-emphasize the landfills presence. In an unmitigated 
state, however, the bare soil makes the landfill much more 
noticeable. Visibility from close to the site also varies greatly; 
some ridgelines obscure the landfill form, while others open 
to reveal much of the landfill mass.

Figure 8 shows the potential impacts from approximately 
a half mile away from the site, viewing from the east. The 
raised elevation along Silverleaf Lane allows for a full view of 
the entire landfill mass. While the large extent of the landfill 
footprint is entirely in view, its situation in the background 
of the viewing scene helps to lessen its prominence. In ad-
dition, although the landfill rises in elevation to the south, it 
does not obscure the existing ridgeline of the peaks to the 
west. Therefore, from this viewing location, the viewer would 
likely be most sensitive to changes in color that would seg-
regate the existing unity of the mountain range from left to 
right. Potential viewers at this location include local area farm 
workers and residents. 

Figure 9 shows the potential impacts from approximately a 
quarter mile away from the site, viewing from the southeast 
along Twin Oaks Valley Road. This portion of the roadway is 
not in the valley floor and affords a close view of the side of 
the landfill. The changes in the viewing scene are much more 
noticeable from this viewing location: the landfill is in the 
middleground and alters the existing ridgeline. It narrows 
the viewing corridor through the valley and introduces man-
made angles to a relatively intact natural environment. Even 
the existing quarry in the middle of the scene is dwarfed by 
the scale of the landfill. 

Figure 9 also provides a simulation of the landfill at an esti-
mated 50% volume, assuming the landfill mass is constructed 
starting at the low elevations and expanded to the higher 
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elevations (other approaches could be utilized, but this is one 
feasible approach). Further, 50% volume does not equate to 
50% finished height, as excavation would have occurred and 
a larger portion of the volume of the landfill mass could ex-
ist at the lower elevations. The result of the simulation shows 
that the filling of the lower elevations is much less visible than 
the finished elevation, to the point that even the unmitigated 
landfill mass at 50% capacity is barely noticeable. Especially 
with the visual alignment with the existing quarry, the visible 
portion of the landfill does not provide further disruption to 
the viewing scene. Potential viewers at this location include 
quarry workers and local residents.

Figure 10 simulates the landfill as seen from less than a quar-
ter mile away, along Twin Oaks Valley Road. In this scenario, 
the low elevation of the roadway within the valley, and the 
presence of interceding ridges help to reduce the visibility 
of the landfill. Although the landfill mass creates a new peak 
within the existing ridgeline silhouette, it is a minority of the 
viewing scene and is sloped similarly to the existing topogra-
phy. This view is towards the edge of field of view for a driver 
on Twin Oaks Valley Road, being almost perpendicular to the 
roadway to the west. Potential viewers at this location include 
quarry workers and local residents.

Figure 7: Keyview Photo Locations
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Candidate Keyview 1
Looking south on Hoxie Ranch Road

Candidate Keyview 2
Looking west on Silverleaf Lane

Candidate Keyview 4
Looking west/northwest on Twin Oaks Valley Road

Candidate Keyview 3
Looking northwest on Twin Oaks Valley Road

Candidate Keyview 5
Looking west/northwest on Huckleberry Lane

Candidate Keyview 6 (Private) 
Looking southwest from Pico Road
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Candidate 
Keyview 
Number

Character 
Unit Taken 
From

Dominant 
Viewer 
Group

Quantity 
of 
Viewers

View 
Duration

Distance from 
Viewer to Site

Notes Recommended 
for Simulation

1 Hoxie Ranch 
Road (Rural 
Residential/
Agriculture)

Residents Very Low Long Middle ground Vegetation and 
interceding ridges 
obscure most 
of landfill mass. 
Residential view-
ing locations are 
private.

No

2 Silverleaf 
Lane (Rural 
Residential/
Agriculture)

Farm 
Workers

Low Moderate Background Entire length of 
landfill is visible, 
road is traveled by 
area workers and 
residents

Yes

3 Twin Oaks 
Valley 
Road (Rural 
Residential)

Residents, 
Quarry 
Workers

Moderate Long Background Mostly unde-
veloped visual 
context, although 
existing quarry 
seen in middle 
ground

Yes

4 Twin Oaks 
Valley Road 
(Undeveloped/
Quarry)

Residents, 
Quarry 
Workers

Moderate Long Middle ground Close proximity 
to landfill could 
increase impact, 
but view is to the 
side of field of view 
on the roadway

Yes

5 Huckleberry 
Lane (Rural 
Residential/
Agriculture)

Residents, 
Farm 
Workers

Very Low Moderate Middle ground Low number of 
viewers, but close 
proximity increases 
visual impact. 
Landform/vegeta-
tion obscures most 
of landfill

No

6 Fairview Drive 
(Semi-Rural 
Residential)

Residents Very Low Moderate Background Portion of landfill 
visible, but in back-
ground of view

No

Table 4: Keyview Photo Summary and Simulation Recommendations
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5.5 Assessment of Visual Character and 
Visual Quality

The first step in determining visual resource change is to as-
sess the compatibility of the alternative with the visual char-
acter of the existing landscape. The following analyses utilize 
Figures 8 through 10 to assess potential character attributes 
of the alternative and determine impacts.

5.5.1 Assessment of Visual Character
The alternative has a visual character that is both compatible 
and contrary to existing visual resources. The form and scale 
of the landfill are similar to some of the hills and small moun-
tains in the area, although the landfill would likely have an 
angled, engineered appearance rather than the rounded and 
gentle slopes of the existing topography. In this sense, the 
landfill itself would not dominate the landscape, although it 
would alter the composition of the existing hillsides and con-
trast with its more natural forms. Unless the proposed land-
forms contained the same slope angles and rounded concave 
and convex forms, it will contrast with the existing landforms 
of the area.

The color, diversity, and texture of the alternative would vary 
from the existing hillsides. Standard revegetation that would 
be used on completed slopes is essentially monochromatic 
and devoid of the diversity and variation present in native 
plant communities. During construction, bare soil would in-
troduce a starker contrast to the existing color, diversity, and 
texture of the hillsides surrounding the site.

5.5.2 Assessment of Visual Quality
In terms of changes in the visual quality of the site and its 
surroundings, the alternative would disrupt the intactness 
and unity of the existing landform and visual quality of the 
area. Disturbances such as the quarry at the southern end of 
the alternative site and other existing roadways have already 
introduced man-made elements into the visual context of the 
site, but the landfill would have much higher visibility region-
ally and essentially divide the mountain range into northern 
and southern sections, breaking the visual continuity which 
currently runs uninterrupted.

In terms of vividness, the existing hillsides are not especial-
ly memorable or rare. The introduction of the landfill itself 
would not add to or take away from the memorability of the 
alternative site unless it stood out enough to become a land-
mark distinguishing this mountain range from others in the 
area.

5.6 Assessment of Viewer Response
As discussed in Section 4.2 Viewer Response, the viewer 
groups with the highest sensitivity to change are the Vista 
Valley Country Club members and residents to the east and 
northeast of the alternative. For these viewers, the close prox-
imity to the landfill, the long duration of the view, and the 
vested interest in minimizing changes to the existing visual 
resource of the hillsides/mountains would likely produce op-
position to the alternative. 

Both public and private views are included in visual impact 
considerations, although primary weight is given to public 
views. The primary public viewer would be drivers of road-
ways on higher elevations to the south, east, and north. These 
viewers are less sensitive than residents because they do not 
have financial investment in the viewing scene and their 
viewing duration is shorter and transitory. Their moderate 
sensitivity may allow them to tolerate the changes presented 
by the landfill much more than those that own land or build-
ings that can see the landfill.
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KEY VIEW PHOTOGRAPH LOCATION North

View looking west from 
Silverleaf Lane

Figure

Gopher Canyon Key View 2
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KEY VIEW PHOTOGRAPH LOCATION North

View looking northwest from 
Twin Oaks Valley Road

Figure

Gopher Canyon Key View 3
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KEY VIEW PHOTOGRAPH LOCATION North

View looking west from 
Twin Oaks Valley Road

Figure

Gopher Canyon Key View 4
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5.7 Community Plans and Policies
The following section highlights community goals and poli-
cies listed in Section 2.3, Regulatory Framework with which 
the alternative conflicts. Any goals and policies for which the 
alternative is compatible are not relisted in this section. 

5.7.1 General Plan
Land Use Element

Goal LU-2: Maintenance of the County’s Rural Character

Policy LU 2.8: Mitigation of Development Impacts. Require 
measures that minimize significant impacts to surrounding 
areas from uses or operations that cause excessive noise, vi-
brations, dust, odor, aesthetic impairment and/or are detri-
mental to human health and safety.

The alternative creates an aesthetic impairment of the 
site when compared with the context of the surrounding 
hillsides.

Goal LU-12: Infrastructure and Services Supporting 
Development

Policy LU 12.4: Planning for Compatibility. Plan and site infra-
structure for public utilities and public facilities in a manner 
compatible with community character, minimize visual and 
environmental impacts, and whenever feasible, locate any fa-
cilities and supporting infrastructure outside preserve areas.

The alternative creates impacts to the visual environment 
of the site when compared with the context of the surround-
ing hillsides.

Conservation and Open Space Element

Goal COS-11: Preservation of Scenic Resources

Policy COS 11.1: Protection of Scenic Resources. Require 
the protection of scenic highways, corridors, regionally sig-
nificant scenic vistas, and natural features, including promi-
nent ridgelines, dominant landforms, reservoirs, and scenic 
landscapes.

Twin Oaks Valley road, between Gopher Canyon Road and San 
Marcos city limits; and

The alternative disrupts the existing visual resources of the 
San Marcos mountains to the west of the Twin Oaks Valley 
corridor.

Policy COS 11.3: Development Siting and Design. Require de-
velopment within visually sensitive areas to minimize visual 
impacts and to preserve unique or special visual features, 
particularly in rural areas, through the following:

•	 Creative site planning

•	 Integration of natural features into the project

•	 Appropriate scale, materials, and design to complement 
the surrounding natural landscape

•	 Minimal disturbance of topography

•	 Clustering of development so as to preserve a balance 
of open space vistas, natural features, and community 
character

•	 Creation of contiguous open space networks

The alternative, because of its landfill function and mas-
sive scale, does not accommodate some of the site planning 
techniques listed in this policy. Site features cannot be inte-
grated except at the periphery of the landfill mass, existing 
topography cannot be minimally disturbed, landfill mass 
can only partially be clustered, and usable open space net-
works on site cannot be created.

Goal COS-12: Preservation of Ridgelines and Hillsides

Policy 12.2: Development Location on Ridges. Require devel-
opment to preserve the physical features by being located 
down and away from ridgelines so that structures are not sil-
houetted against the sky.

The alternative remains below ridgelines as viewed from 
the east, but creates new ridgelines as viewed from the 
south/southeast. The scale of impact to the viewing scene 
will be determined by the final form/silhouette of the new 
ridgeline, but standard landfill topography would not 
match existing landscape forms and would create a visual 
impact. 

5.7.2 Bonsall Community Plan
Land Use Element

Goal LU-1.1 Balance of Bonsall’s rural land uses within the 
community

Policy LU1.1.3: Require development to be sensitive to the 
topography, physical context, and community character of 
Bonsall.

The alternative would create a disruption to the topog-
raphy and physical context of the northern San Marcos 
Mountains.
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Goal LU-5.1 A physical environment where degraded ri-
parian areas have been restored and the natural topog-
raphy retained.

Policy LU-5.1.2: Require grading to be contoured to blend 
with natural topography, rather than consist of straight edges.

The alternative will introduce benches at regular intervals 
and slopes at consistent angles, creating an engineered ap-
pearance that contrasts with natural slopes and landforms.

Policy LU-5.1.3: Minimize grading to preserve natural land-
forms, major rock outcroppings and areas of existing mature 
trees. Integrate hillside development with existing topogra-
phy and landforms.

The alternative will eliminate the existing topography and 
landscape features of the site.

Policy LU-5.1.4: Restrict, to the maximum extent feasible, 
extensive grading for development projects in areas with 
slopes that are 20 percent or greater, in order to preserve and 
protect the environment, and to lessen grading and erosion.

The alternative will grade areas of 20% slope or more, but 
at completion of the landfill, will actually decrease the 
slope of these areas.

Policy LU-5.1.5: Require development on slopes to be stepped 
to follow and preserve topography to the maximum extent 
feasible.

The alternative will be stepped to generally follow the slope 
of the existing mountains, although the slope created will 
not be of a character of the existing slopes.

Policy LU-5.1.6: Minimize cut and fill grading for roads and ac-
cess ways to the absolute minimum necessary.

There is insufficient data on roads and accessways at this 
time to determine compliance.

Circulation and Mobility

Goal CM-5.1 Preserve scenic routes

Policy CM-5.1.3: Require new development to provide trees, 
in compliance with the suggested trees for defensible space, 
within the development but along and outside of the public 
right of way.

The alternative does not include trees as part of the reveg-
etation of landfill slopes.

Conservation and Open Space

Goal COS-1.1 The preservation of the unique natural and 
cultural resources of Bonsall

Policy COS-1.1.5: Require that landscaping be designed to 
prevent erosion on graded sites and, if adjacent to sensitive 
habitats, require re-vegetation with the appropriate drought 
tolerant plant species with specific restrictions on the use of 
any invasive species.

While the revegetative cover for the alternative will aid in 
preventing erosion, it will not match the plant communities 
of the surrounding sites.

Policy COS-1.1.6: Encourage development to plant an appro-
priate variety of trees to stabilize soil conditions and contrib-
ute to atmospheric oxygen production.

The alternative does not include trees as part of the reveg-
etation of landfill slopes.

Resource Conservation Areas

The Resource Conservation Area (RCA) designation is applied 
to protect sensitive biological, archaeological, aesthetic, min-
eral, and water resources. Projects requiring environmen-
tal analysis under the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA) that occur within RCAs should be carefully analyzed 
to assess their impact on the RCA.

Gopher Canyon is designated as resource conservation area #20.

It is unclear, based on Community Plan graphics, whether 
the alternative site falls within the Gopher Canyon Resource 
Conservation Area. If it does, the overlap would be at the 
eastern edge of the site, at the base of the landfill near the 
upper edges of the canyon.

The San Marcos Mountains are designated as resource conser-
vation area #22.

It is unclear, based on Community Plan graphics, whether 
the alternative site falls within the San Marcos Mountains 
Resource Conservation Area. If it does, the overlap would 
be at the southern portion of the site, at the highest eleva-
tion of the landfill.
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5.7.3 Zoning Ordinance
Specific Planning Area Use Regulations (S88)

Building Type (K): Only residential structures permitted
Max Height (G): 35 feet
Setback (V): Varies: Setbacks established during discretionary 
review process
Special Regulations (-): N/A

This zoning designation applies to the north/eastern edg-
es of the site adjacent to the Vista Valley Country Club. 
Although specific locations have not been determined, the 
alternative would include structures other than residences 
in this area. Heights of structures would likely be below the 
35-foot limit, however.

5.8 Determination of Significance
Below is a discussion of the criteria/questions used to de-
termine if the visual impacts created by the alternative con-
stitute a significant impact or less than significant impact. 
These are the significance criteria introduced in Section 
2.3, Regulatory Framework and discussed in more detail in 
Section 5.2, Guidelines for Determining Significance. They 
have been applied to the viewing locations shown in the sim-
ulations (Figures 8 - 10) as well as the overlay models shown 
on the candidate key views.

Silverleaf Lane

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

Unlikely. Traffic count data is not available for the segment 
of Silverleaf Lane shown in the simulation because SANDAG 
does not consider Silverleaf Lane a “significant roadway.” 
By comparison, Twin Oaks Valley Road is considered “sig-
nificant,” but has an ADT of only 1,800 average weekday 
trips.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

The alternative creates a moderately adverse change in the 
natural landform. Although the texture and shape of the 
landfill will contrast with the existing hillsides, the back-
ground of the viewing scene allows it to more easily blend 
with its context. From this key view, the landform does not 
silhouette against the sky, so therefore it does not stand 
out. 

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

The alternative, in an unmitigated state, would contrast 
with the high quality landscape unit of the undeveloped 
hillsides surrounding the site. From this distance, the color 
of the landfill creates the most contrast, as details of tex-
ture and form are not clearly visible.

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

Yes. The alternative will remove all existing vegetation and 
rock outcroppings and replace them with the landfill forms.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

From this viewing location, the alternative does not block 
a view corridor. The San Marcos Mountains are considered 
a regionally significant visual resource and the presence of 
the landfill may disrupt the continuity of this viewing scene, 
but it will not block a the view corridor of a distant viewing 
scene. 

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Yes. See discussion from previous section on Community 
Goals and Policies.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have a 
less than significant impact to views from Silverleaf Lane. 
The alternative will have an adverse affect on the loss of vi-
sual resources, but based on the distance to most viewers, it 
would be considered to be less than significant.

Twin Oaks Valley Road (South)

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

Likely. Although traffic count data is not available for the 
specific segment of Twin Oaks Valley Road shown in the 
simulation, a segment nearby (between Deer Springs Road 
and Camino Califa) has an average weekday traffic volume 
of 1,800 vehicles, according to SANDAG data from 2008.
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2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

Yes. The alternative creates a new ridgeline that overshad-
ows the existing topography. In addition, the silhouette of 
the new ridgeline is stepped, introducing geometric lines 
and angles to an environment that currently exhibits con-
cave and convex landforms. The color and texture of the 
landfill also contrast highly with the surrounding hillsides, 
emphasizing the presence of the landfill further.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

Yes. The high quality landscape unit of undeveloped hill-
sides surrounding the alternative are highly sensitive to 
changes in the visual environment. The undeveloped hill-
sides also constitute the majority of the viewing scene from 
this location. The introduction of the landfill form introduc-
es elements that contrast with the undeveloped hillsides in 
terms of shape, color, and texture. 

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

Yes. The alternative will remove all existing vegetation and 
rock outcroppings and replace them with the landfill forms.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

Yes. The alternative narrows an existing viewing corri-
dor that provides views to the mountains north of Gopher 
Canyon. The alternative will also alter the character of the 
northern San Marcos Mountains as seen from Twin Oaks 
Valley Road. While the height of the landfill will make the 
viewing scene more vivid, the contrast of the landfill slopes 
with the existing hillsides will make the scene less cohesive.

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Yes. See discussion from previous section on Community 
Goals and Policies.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have 
a significant impact to views from Twin Oaks Valley Road 
(South).

Twin Oaks Valley Road (North)

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

Possible. Although traffic count data is not available for 
the specific segment of Twin Oaks Valley Road shown in the 
simulation, a segment to the south (between Deer Springs 
Road and Camino Califa) has an average weekday traffic 
volume of 1,800 vehicles, according to SANDAG data from 
2008. However, the simulated segment of Twin Oaks Valley 
Road is approximately 1.5 miles north of Camino Califa. It is 
possible that enough traffic exits Twin Oaks Valley Road be-
fore the simulation location to lower the ADT below 1,000.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

From this vantage point, the alternative will result in a 
slightly adverse change to the natural landform. The simu-
lation shows that the existing landform will shield the view-
er from much of the change that is visible from the other 
viewing locations. From this angle, the change is noticeable 
but not dominant.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

In an unmitigated state, the portion of the landfill that is 
visible would contrast with the context of undeveloped hill-
sides, although, the area of contrast is small enough to not 
substantially degrade the viewing scene overall.

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

No. From this viewing location, the alternative only ob-
scures views to a small portion of the sky.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

No.

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Yes. See discussion from previous section on Community 
Goals and Policies.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have a 
less than significant impact to views from Twin Oaks Valley 
Road (North).
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5.9 Cumulative Impact Analysis
There are no known projects in the area that would create a 
cumulative impact in association with the proposed Gregory 
Canyon Landfill. 

5.10 Summary of Visual Impacts
The Gopher Canyon alternative will have a significant impact 
on the visual quality of the site and its surroundings. Impacts  
include: 

•	 Landform quality impacts will be significant since the 
landfill landforms are not compatible with the existing 
landforms that make up the distinctive character of the 
San Marcos ridge.

•	 Visual quality impacts will be significant since they 
will remove prominent visual resources that are con-
sidered to be of a high quality and are major determi-
nants in setting the existing visual quality of the area. 
The landfill’s visually prominent elements will introduce 
man-made geometry into a relatively unaltered hillside/
mountain setting and will contrast with the color and 
texture of native plant communities that dominate the 
site surroundings.

•	 View quality impacts will be less than significant since 
the landfill does not interrupt a viewing corridor of a re-
gionally significant viewing scene.

•	 Community Plans and Policies impacts will also be sig-
nificant since a broad variety of goals, guidelines, ordi-
nances, and policies will not be met with the alternative. 
Goals and policies not met under the alternative include:

•	 Removal of existing visual resources, including 
vegetation;

•	 Introduction of inharmonious elements into a natu-
ral viewing scene;

•	 Extensive grading/alteration of existing topography;

•	 Existing/natural drainage systems will be replaced 
with engineered drainage systems; and

•	 The alternative does not provide dedicated open 
space on the site, nor public access to the site.

6.0 Visual Mitigations
The simulations for the three key views assumed a standard 
amount of revegetation efforts for all phases of the landfill. 
This revegetation effort would be required as a part of slope 
stabilization and erosion control. Hydroseeding of temporary 
slopes was also considered mandatory to reduce dust, pre-
vent erosion, and reduce the amount of visual contrast of the 
landfill. Additional mitigations will be required for visual im-
pacts and can take a variety of forms. The following sections 
describe a palette of potential mitigations and where/how 
these mitigations should be applied.

6.1 Potential Mitigations
Recommended Visual Mitigation Measures (VMM) beyond 
the minimum slope stabilization include the following:

1. Landscape Screening (VMM 1). This screening could 
occur at strategic locations along the perimeter of the 
site. Existing mature trees could be transplanted (up to 
6-12’ transplanted box size) or replaced with large trees 
(24” -36” box).  If not replacing existing impacted trees, 
then  new trees (mixture of seedling, 15 gallon, 24” box 
and 36” box) could be newly planted in key locations to 
block views of the landfill. 

2. Landform Screening (VMM 2). Given the large scale and 
inescapable mass of the landfill, this technique could 
be used to block views of portions of the landfill from 
strategic locations, on or off the site. Without control of 
adjacent sites, however, off-site mitigation would be dif-
ficult to implement. On-site, landform screening placed 
at the perimeter of the site may be able to block some of 
the views of the landfill. This mitigation should be done in 
conjunction with landscape screening.

3. Landform Grading (VMM 3). The form of the landfill 
mass could be contoured to help blend in with the 
natural topography found in the immediate area. The 
landfill face, in particular, could be made to incorpo-
rate gentle grading and curvilinear shapes to mimic 
the surrounding hillsides. The highest elevations of 
the landfill, usually finished as a flat “mesa,” could be 
mounded to avoid introducing straight lines and flat 
landforms. Likewise, the slope and run of the face of the 
landfill could be altered to avoid creation of an undif-
ferentiated pyramid-like wall. Benching notches could 
be backfilled up against the base of the slope to round 
out the obvious bench notches that show up when 
silhouetted against the sky. Tight right angle corners 
and straight line benches (as seen from above) should 
also be avoided and replaced with more curvilinear 
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forms.  It is recognized that these additional landforms 
are above and beyond the minimum cover and capping 
requirements. The surcharge of this landform weight 
and volume would also need to be taken into account.

4. Rock Outcrop Replacement (VMM 4). Since a large 
amount of rock outcrops occur throughout the area, 
and since these materials will need to be removed 
from the landfill footprint, they should be stockpiled 
and placed in strategic locations to help blend graded 
surfaces with the dominant textures of the area. This 
would need to occur primarily around the edges of the 
landfill face and top surface. Relatively large boulders 
are needed to appear in natural arrangements. Most of 
these boulders should be located on additional clay-
capped fill with subsurface drainage to ensure no runoff 
enters into the landfill from around the rock formations. 

5. Major Tree Groupings (VMM 5). Groups of tree plantings 
could be used on the landfill mass to blend the transi-
tion between landfill and surrounding landform.  For a 
mass to be noticeable, 6-12 trees should be considered 
the minimum, depending on location.

6. Native revegetation and landscaping (VMM 6). The use 
of natives not only increases the long term survivability 
of revegetative plant material, but also increases com-
patibility with surrounding vegetation in terms of color 
and texture. All revegetation areas will need this treat-
ment. Existing vegetation species in the vicinity of the 
alternative would be used or emulated for landscape 
plantings. The plant communities found on surround-
ing hilltops, slopes, and valleys adjacent to the landfill 
would be matched. Where a tree, shrub, or groundcover 
is needed to serve a specific purpose, and native mate-
rial  is not appropriate, then non-native species will be 
allowed. It is important to make sure that the non-native 
species have naturalized to the local conditions or have 
the appearance of relating to the adjacent native spe-
cies. Appearance of color and texture are most impor-
tant for matching, followed by relative size and form. 

7. Contrast and Color Matching (VMM 7). All areas would 
be replanted in such a manner that will decease the 
amount of color contrast with surrounding areas. This 
would be accomplished through the use of native plant 
materials including grassland species and through the 
use of paint on visible buildings, structures, poles and 
fencing. Temporary revegetation of slopes will also help 
to reduce contrast, especially if the proper color and 
textures are utilized in the plant selection process.

8. Texture Matching (VMM 8). All revegetation efforts 
would attempt to match the texture of the surround-
ing areas. If the mitigation measures are taken as listed 
above, then the rocks, native plants, trees, color, and 
landforms will all produce compatible textures.

9. Engineering Structures Adjustments (VMM 9). Construct 
brow ditches with outside bench lips slightly higher 
than inside edges and use integral concrete color 
that matches a darker soil type for all gunite ditches.  
Pipelines connecting brow ditches need to blend with 
final landfill slope colors and not be allowed to stay a 
reflective tin or galvanized color. Pipe paintings should 
use a combination of colors that match the context of 
the area that the pipeline section is passing through. 
Variations in color will be necessary.

6.2 Application of Mitigations
The goal of mitigations is to reduce the severity of visual 
impacts caused by the alternative. The impacts discussed 
in Section 5.10, Summary of Alternative Visual Impact 
Significance, are listed in terms of landform quality, visual 
quality, view quality, and conformance with community 
goals and policies. A unique blend of mitigation techniques 
is necessary to reduce the impact of the alternative in terms 
of each of these categories. The discussion below details the 
mitigation combination for each category.

Landform Quality

The alternative has differing levels of impact to the landform 
of the site and the area surrounding the site, depending on 
the viewing location. Although impacts from some viewing 
locations are considered below a level of significance, im-
pacts remain and the adversity of these impacts could be re-
duced through mitigation.

The site of the Gopher Canyon alternative allows the land-
form mass to be distributed in a combination of vertical in-
clines and at least two substantial horizontal breaks. This 
topography prevents a dominant “pyramid” shape, typical 
of landfills and allows the landfill to generally follow the in-
cline of the San Marcos Mountains foothills. These charac-
teristics lessen impacts from distant viewing locations, but 
not for close viewing locations. Landform grading (VMM 3) 
is necessary to lessen impacts from close viewing locations. 
Landform grading should add topographical undulations to 
the top of the landfill to eliminate the flat “mesa” look to the 
top of the alternative. Because the standard surface of landfill 
cover is four to six feet thick, manipulation of this face will re-
quire additional fill material. The creation of ridges or swales 
may concentrate the flow of water and could cause erosion of 
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the buried fill materials, so additional surface lined swales or 
sub-surface drainage may be needed. This mounding of the 
landform would decrease the visual impact from all viewing 
locations, though, from both below and above the landfill. 

If executed, these mitigations will decrease the amount of 
contrast between the landfill and the site context from view-
ing locations close to the site. The combination of the mod-
erate landform contrast from a distance and mitigated land-
form contrast from near the site would reduce the impact to 
below a level of significance. However, if all of the proposed 
mitigations in their entirety are not implemented, then this 
impact would remain significant.

Visual Quality

As with landform quality, the alternative has differing levels 
of impact in terms of visual quality. The alternative covers 
distinctive landforms and hillsides and replaces native, un-
disturbed plant material with minimal revegetation that does 
not match the surrounding hillsides in terms of color and 
texture. New elements such as drainage channels and pip-
ing also add to the contrast with the natural setting. Distance 
from the landfill, however, reduces the contrast of these ele-
ments. The following mitigations should be used to reduce 
visual quality impacts. They will be especially effective for 
viewing locations near the site.

Major tree groupings (VMM 5) as well as native revegetation 
and rock outcrop replacement (VMM 4) would be necessary 
along the edges of the landfill. A transitional blending of the 
landfill should also be undertaken along the bottom and 
perimeter edges where it meets the existing terrain (VMM 
3). Large boulders and trees should be placed to resemble 
natural drainage channels. Special accommodations will be 
required for trees set along the edge of the landfill, as roots 
could penetrate the landfill containment soil layer and allow 
water into the fill, speeding decomposition. 

Based on drainage and settlement problems, the elements of 
trees and boulders are not recommended for inclusion in the 
middle of the landfill. Permanent slopes will need to be sta-
bilized with native grasses and other shallow rooted plants 
representative of the Inland Sage Scrub plant community 
(VMM 6). In some cases, there may be changes and/or transi-
tion to these slopes based up on the phasing of the landfill 
development. In these areas, more temporary erosion control 
techniques will be utilized. Drainage and methane extraction 
structures and pipes should be painted (VMM 8) or be made 
of materials that fit into the local color environment (VMM 7) 
that match adjacent textures (VMM 8). On the active face of 
the landfill, temporary revegetation will be required (VMM 
6). Any interim slope that is anticipated to remain beyond 
one full year will need to receive revegetation through at 
least hydroseeding. The permanent slopes and all areas of the 

landfill that are considered to be visually prominent would 
need to be permanently revegetated as soon as practical, 
with a combination of plant materials including hydroseed-
ing, seedlings, and containerized plants.

The plantings will be irrigated by a temporary above ground 
spray irrigation system. All supplemental irrigation will be re-
moved once the planting has completely covered the landfill 
face and is established (generally 3-5 years from installation).

Once closure of the landfill is achieved and final cover is com-
pleted, a vegetative surface cover utilizing native plant spe-
cies shall be established. The species must exhibit rapid ger-
mination and be self-sowing. The cover should be comprised 
of low volume fire retardant species with low maintenance 
requirements. The following are erosion control and reveg-
etation techniques which will be implemented:

•	 Application of non-living mulching materials;

•	 Application of living mulching materials such as mycor-
rhizal soil components;

•	 Installation of geotextile netting and/or grids;

•	 Chemical soil stabilization;

•	 Temporary vegetative nurse crop establishment;

•	 Surface soil scarification;

•	 Slope grading and terracing techniques;

•	 Drainage collection techniques;

•	 Permanent irrigated refined seed mix plantings;

•	 Temporary non-irrigated nurse crop plantings; and/or

•	 Transitional temporarily irrigated native seed mix 
plantings.

With these mitigations, the differentiation of the landfill and 
the surrounding context would be reduced. Further, by us-
ing natural materials/textures to blend undisturbed slopes 
with the landfill surfaces, the prominence of the landfill mass 
would be decreased. While the landfill would still be notice-
able and recognizable, enactment of these mitigations 
would reduce the visual quality impact to below a level of 
significance. If all mitigations are not done, then the impact 
to visual quality would remain above a level of significance.

View Quality

The alternative’s impact on view quality results from the par-
tial obstruction of the existing view corridor between the San 
Marcos and Merriam Mountains. Because of the minor extent 
of the blockage, the impact is considered to be less than 
significant.
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Community Plans and Policies

The alternative’s visual changes contrast with the goals estab-
lished by the community plans and policies, particularly with 
respect to:

•	 Removal of existing visual resources, including 
vegetation;

•	 Introduction of inharmonious elements into a natural 
viewing scene;

•	 Extensive grading/alteration of existing topography;
•	 Existing/natural drainage systems will be replaced with 

engineered drainage systems; and
•	 The alternative does not provide dedicated open space 

on the site, nor public access to the site.

Mitigations previously discussed in terms of lessening land-
form and visual quality impacts apply to several of the com-
munity goals above, while others remain unaddressed. The 
replacement of natural drainage features and lack of pub-
lic open space will not be able to be accommodated given 
standard landfill construction and maintenance practices. 
Although impacts to visual and landform quality can be 
meaningfully reduced through mitigations, the remaining 
impacts contrast significantly with community plans and 
policies. The removal of visual resources, introduction of 
inharmonious elements into a natural scene, extensive 
grading, and engineered drainage systems all contribute 
to create a significant impact to community goals and 
policies. There are no suggested mitigations to these im-
pacts, therefore the significant impact to community goals 
and policies and would remain significant.

6.3 Conclusion
The Gopher Canyon Landfill alternative will be partially miti-
gable and mitigations will reduce the severity of the impacts 
to the visual environment. Mitigations to the visual quality 
and landform of the site will both be reasonably effective. 
The impacts to some community goals, are unmitigable. 
While impacts of a mitigated landfill to the limited number of 
public viewing locations may be below a level of significance, 
impacts to the numerous private properties surrounding the 
site cannot be ignored and thereby increase these impacts 
from less than significant to significant. While the mitigations 
will reduce the visual prominence of the alternative, it will still 
result in a loss of existing undisturbed hillsides and introduce 
man-made forms into an intact viewing scene.   
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1.0 Introduction
The Merriam Mountain alternative to the Gregory Canyon 
Landfill  is located within the Merriam Mountain range of un-
incorporated north San Diego County. The range is located 
approximately 15 miles north of Escondido, immediately to 
the west of Interstate 15, north of Deer Springs Road, east of 
Twin Oaks Valley Road, and south of Gopher Canyon Road. 
The alternative analyzed by this visual resources report is lo-
cated in the center of the Merriam Mountains (see Figure 1: 
Vicinity Map and Site Boundaries). 

1.1 Purpose of the Visual Resources 
Report

The Merriam Mountain Visual Impact Assessment Technical 
Report assesses the potential visual impacts of the construc-
tion of a landfill at the Merriam Mountain alternative site. The 
report also proposes measures to mitigate any adverse visual 
impacts associated with the alternative.

1.2 Key Issues
The Merriam Mountain alternative presents the following key 
issues that will need to be addressed in this study:

•	 Creation of a man-made ridgeline, primarily visible from 
northbound and southbound lanes of I-15

•	 Disruption of the existing visual continuity of the 
Merriam Mountains when viewed from the east, and es-
pecially when viewed in close proximity from I-15

•	 Elimination of a viewing corridor into the Merriam 
Mountains

•	 Removal of visual resources such as trees/vegetation and 
rock outcroppings

1.3 Principal Key Views to be Covered
The land surrounding the Merriam Mountain alternative 
site is a mix of uses: rural and semi-rural residential develop-
ment, agriculture, golf courses, the regional thoroughfare of 
I-15, and suburban style and intensity residential/commer-
cial development associated with the Lawrence Welk Resort. 
Because of the area’s varied topography, views of the site 
abound. Many of these views, however, are private views. The 
primary public viewing locations, therefore, are public road-
ways. This study primarily analyzes visual impacts to public 
viewing locations to the north, east, and south of the site 
(views from the west are largely obscured by existing terrain). 
Secondarily, the study analyzes views from private viewing 
locations.

The primary key views analyzed include:

•	 Northbound and southbound lanes of I-15 (with key 
views west to the site)

•	 Circle R Drive (with key views from north of the site)

•	 Camino de las Lomas (private, but included for compari-
son, key views from north of the site)

•	 Indian Creek Way (key views from southeast of the site)

•	 Meadow Mesa Drive (key views from east of the site)

•	 Champagne Boulevard (key views from southeast/east of 
the site)

•	 Lawrence Welk Drive (key views from east/northeast of 
the site)

2.0 Alternative Description and 
Regulatory Framework

The following sections provide an overview of the alternative 
and the land use/development regulations governing the al-
ternative site and its surroundings.

2.1 Alternative Description
The Merriam Mountain alternative would be a Class III sani-
tary landfill and the conceptual site boundary covers approxi-
mately 553 acres, although the final footprint of the landfill is 
expected to be less than 199 acres. While a fully developed 
alternative would include site plans detailing access roads, 
ancillary facilities, and various utility-related structures, this 
visual impact analysis is based on conceptual plan informa-
tion. This site is being reviewed for comparison purposes with 
Gregory Canyon and is not currently being pursued by a proj-
ect applicant. The conceptual plans referenced in this report 
include basic details such as maximum fill contours and po-
tential zones for stockpiles and ancillary facilities.

It is expected that than an average of 3,200 tons per day (tpd), 
or one million tons annually, will be deposited at the land-
fill over its life. Accounting for the volume occupied by the 
containment system, daily, intermediate, and final covers, the 
estimated site life is approximately 27 years. The finished el-
evation of the landfill is expected to be 1,395 feet Mean Sea 
Level (MSL).
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Figure 1: Vicinity Map and Site Boundaries
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The analysis includes two estimates of an interim condition. 
The viewshed analysis provides two scenarios, one with 
the landfill form and four interim borrow/stockpile loca-
tions (based on estimated maximum height during activity) 
and one final landfill form without the borrow/stockpiles. 
Additionally, two of the simulation models shown later in this 
study display an estimated 50% full landfill form for compari-
son to the 100% landfill form.

2.2 Land Use Designations and Zoning
The visual character surrounding a site is primarily influenced 
by the adjacent land uses. Existing land uses establish the 
current visual environment, while planned land uses and 
zoning provide clues as to the nature of the future visual 
environment.

2.2.1 Existing Land Use
The Merriam Mountain alternative site is currently vacant/
undeveloped land. Several paved and dirt roadways traverse 
the site, but otherwise, the site generally remains in its natu-
ral state. 

Because of the site’s location in the middle of the Merriam 
Mountain range, a significant amount of land surrounding 
the site is also vacant/undeveloped. According to San Diego 
Association of Governments (SANDAG) data from 2009, ex-
isting land uses that abut the mountain range include: rural 
residential, extractive, communications/utilities, freeway, 
mobile home park, golf course, resort, and orchard/vineyard.

2.2.2 Proposed Land Use
General plans provide a community a vision for growth for 
20-30 years. These documents establish common goals and 
policies that guide the more specific development guidelines 
and regulations contained in documents like the zoning or-
dinance. San Diego County adopted an update of its General 
Plan in August 2011. The land uses proposed by the 2011 San 
Diego County General Plan for the vicinity of the site include:

•	 General Commercial
•	 Office Professional
•	 Public/Semi-Public Facilities
•	 Rural Commercial
•	 Rural Lands (RL-20) 
•	 Rural Lands (RL-40)
•	 Semi-Rural Residential (SR-2)
•	 Specific Plan Area

Below is a brief discussion of the differences between the 
existing and proposed land uses near the alternative site. 
Please note, the General Plan designations are applied to ar-
eas larger than the existing land use designations mentioned 
in Section 2.2.1. As such, proposed land use categories that 
are in keeping with the character of exiting land use descrip-
tions are not considered to represent a change of land use.

Differences in existing and proposed land uses include:

•	 The intersection of I-15 and Deer Springs Road/Mountain 
Meadow Road: vacant/undeveloped and rural residential 
land uses on the northwest, northeast, and south east 
corners of the intersection convert to office professional, 
neighborhood commercial, and general commercial. 

•	 The Golden Door resort/spa, south of Deer Springs Road, 
west of I-15, expands to the south into existing vacant/
undeveloped land.

2.2.3 Zoning
Zoning within San Diego County has various mechanisms 
for controlling land use and development standards. Zones 
are commonly named or referred to by their Use Designation 
(A70, RR, S88, etc.). The standards for land use within these 
designations are shared, while the standards for develop-
ment depend on a number of different factors. Detailed 
discussion of the zoning regulations affecting the visual as-
pects of the Merriam Mountain alternative site is included 
in Section 2.3.2.3. Below is a discussion of significant differ-
ences between the existing zoning and proposed land use 
discussed in the previous section:

•	 Both the existing zoning and proposed land use indi-
cate rural uses and rural residential uses on and imme-
diately surrounding the site. Both sets of guidelines are 
also consistent in recognizing more intensive uses in the 
Lawrence Welk Village area, with rural and semi-rural 
residential intensities in the area of Hidden Meadows. 
Zoning is expected to be conformed to the 2011 General 
Plan land use designations in the coming years.

2.3 Regulatory Framework
The Merriam Mountain alternative is within the jurisdictional 
control of the County of San Diego. A variety of plans and pol-
icies were reviewed in order to determine conformance with 
visual goals and policies.
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2.3.1 Visual Resource Guidance
The County of San Diego provides guidelines for determining 
significance in relation to visual resource impacts. The guide-
lines address impacts related to landform quality, visual qual-
ity, view quality, and community plans and policies.

2.3.2 General Plan
Land Use Element

Goal LU-2: Maintenance of the County’s Rural Character

Policy LU 2.8: Mitigation of Development Impacts. Require 
measures that minimize significant impacts to surrounding 
areas from uses or operations that cause excessive noise, vi-
brations, dust, odor, aesthetic impairment and/or are detri-
mental to human health and safety.

Goal LU-12: Infrastructure and Services Supporting 
Development

Policy LU 12.4: Planning for Compatibility. Plan and site infra-
structure for public utilities and public facilities in a manner 
compatible with community character, minimize visual and 
environmental impacts, and whenever feasible, locate any fa-
cilities and supporting infrastructure outside preserve areas.

Conservation and Open Space Element

Goal COS-11: Preservation of Scenic Resources

Policy COS 11.1: Protection of Scenic Resources. Require 
the protection of scenic highways, corridors, regionally sig-
nificant scenic vistas, and natural features, including promi-
nent ridgelines, dominant landforms, reservoirs, and scenic 
landscapes.

Interstate 15, between Escondido city limits and Riverside 
County line;

Policy COS 11.3: Development Siting and Design. Requirement 
development within visually sensitive areas to minimize visu-
al impacts and to preserve unique or special visual features, 
particularly in rural areas, through the following:

•	 Creative site planning
•	 Integration of natural features into the project
•	 Appropriate scale, materials, and design to complement 

the surrounding natural landscape
•	 Minimal disturbance of topography
•	 Clustering of development so as to preserve a balance 

of open space vistas, natural features, and community 
character

•	 Creation of contiguous open space networks

Goal COS-12: Preservation of Ridgelines and Hillsides

Policy 12.1: Hillside and Ridgeline Development Density. 
Protect undeveloped ridgelines and steep hillsides by main-
taining semi-rural or rural designations on these areas.

Policy 12.2: Development Location on Ridges. Require devel-
opment to preserve the physical features by being located 
down and away from ridgelines so that structures are not sil-
houetted against the sky.

2.3.3 North County Metropolitan 
Subregional Plan

The North County Metropolitan Subregional Plan supple-
ments all existing Elements of the San Diego County General 
Plan with specific emphasis on the planning needs of the 
North County Metropolitan Subregion. The Plan reflects, to 
the maximum possible extent, consistency with General 
Plans of each of the six incorporated cities located within the 
Subregion.

Goal 4: Protect Environmental Resources

Protect natural and economic resources by designating ap-
propriate lands as rural, semi-rural, and environmentally con-
strained areas.

Policy 14: Designate Resource Conservation Areas

The Resource Conservation Area (RCA) designation is applied 
to protect sensitive biological, archaeological, aesthetic, min-
eral, and water resources. Projects requiring environmental 
analysis under CEQA that occur within RCAs should be care-
fully analyzed to assess their impact on the RCA.

The Merriam Mountains are designated as resource conserva-
tion area #23.
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2.3.4 I-15 Corridor Subregional Plan
The I-15 Corridor Subregional Plan is intended to promote 
orderly development, protect environmental and man-
made resources, and implement the County’s objectives for 
growth management and the structure of government for 
the Subregion.

Scenic Preservation Guidelines

Site Planning Standards:

1.  Individual projects shall reinforce the character of the 
sites, the attributes of adjacent projects, and preserve 
viewsheds, natural topographic features, and natural 
watercourses.

2. Individual projects shall relate on-site open space and 
pedestrian areas with those of other projects, both vi-
sually and in terms of providing for continuous paths of 
travel.

3. Building orientation shall take maximum advantage of 
existing views and create view corridors.

5. Ridgeline projects can be highly sensitive and are gener-
ally discouraged.

a) Ridgeline projects shall maintain a low profile ap-
pearance and the natural physical character of the 
ridgeline shall be substantially maintained.

b) Ridgeline projects shall be limited to one story.

c) Ridgelines that have been graded or disturbed shall 
be supplemented with a sufficient amount of trees, 
shrubs, and ground cover to minimize visual impacts 
resulting from such disturbances.

Circulation Standards:

2. Project entries shall provide for safe and efficient 
circulation:

a) Project entries and the transition from major circula-
tion routes into the project interior shall be accom-
plished through the use of landforms, open space, 
landscape plantings, and architectural elements (i.e., 
wall, signs).

Landscape Design Standards:

7. Landscape materials that aid in preventing the rapid 
spread of brush fires shall be applied.

8. Earth berms shall be rounded and natural in character, 
and, where possible, designed to obscure undesirable 
views.

9. Major strands of native trees shall be preserved.

Development Standards for Steep Topography and Natural 
Features:

1.  Extensive grading of slope areas within viewsheds will be 
minimized

a) Revegetation and erosion control shall be provided 
in all newly graded areas.

2. Hillside development shall be integrated with existing 
topography and landforms. Areas of steep topography, 
tree stands, hillside agricultural activity, and rock out-
croppings shall be respected and preserved.

3.  Variety in the development of hillsides shall be encour-
aged through the use of appropriate site preparation 
techniques, grading techniques, and in the configura-
tion, size, and placement of lots.

4.  The arrangement of building sites to optimize and retain 
significant viewsheds shall be encouraged.

5.  The protection and preservation of the public use of on-
site vista points shall be encouraged.

6.  The visual quality shall be maximized and the erosion po-
tential shall be minimized by planting native and natu-
ralized plants, especially in disturbed areas adjacent to 
upgraded hillsides and watercourses.

7.  Natural watercourses shall be protected; and existing wa-
tershed and groundwater resources shall be conserved.

8.  Any grading above 25 percent slope will blend with the 
surrounding area, and be landscaped appropriately to 
look natural.
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2.3.5 Zoning Ordinance
Portions of the County Zoning Ordinance that may affect the 
assessment of visual impacts include:

Agricultural Use Regulations: Limited Agricultural Use 
Regulations (A70)

Building Type (C): Attached and Detached Non-Residential 
Structures Permitted
Max Height (G): 35 feet
Setback (W): Ranges from 25 feet to 60 feet
Special Regulations (-): N/A 

Extractive Use Regulations (S82)

Building Type (A): No structures
Max Height (G): 35 feet
Setback (C): Ranges from 15 feet to 60 feet
Special Regulations (B): Community Design Review. Requires 
a site plan and associated documentation be prepared in ac-
cordance with community design guidelines as a part of the 
discretionary review process.

Special Purpose Regulations: General Rural Use 
Regulations (S92)

Building Type (C): Attached and Detached Non-Residential 
Structures Permitted

Max Height (G): 35 feet

Setback (C): Ranges from 15 feet to 60 feet

Special Regulations (B): Community Design Review. Requires 
a site plan and associated documentation be prepared in ac-
cordance with community design guidelines as a part of the 
discretionary review process.

2.3.6 Resource Protection Ordinance (2007)
In order to protect and preserve the unique topography, 
ecosystems, and natural characteristics of San Diego County, 
the Board of Supervisors created the Resource Protection 
Ordinance. This ordinance creates special controls on devel-
opment impacting the County’s wetlands, floodplains, steep 
slopes, sensitive biological habitats, and prehistoric and his-
toric sites.

The County requires a Resource Protection Study be conduct-
ed as a part of certain discretionary permitting processes. If 
the Resource Protection Study identifies the presence of sen-
sitive resources, one or more of the following actions may be 
required as a condition of approval:

•	 Apply open space easements to portions of the project 
site that contain sensitive lands;

•	 Rezone the entire project site through the application of 
a special area designator for sensitive lands; or

•	 Other actions as determined by the decision-making body.

2.3.7 County of San Diego Board of 
Supervisors Hillside Development 
Policy (I-73)

It is the policy of the County that the development of build-
ing sites in hillside areas be planned and constructed in such 
a manner as to preserve, enhance, or improve the physical 
features of the area consistent with providing building sites 
while at the same time optimizing the aesthetic quality of 
the final product. Physical site resources may include: exist-
ing natural terrain; established vegetation; visually significant 
geologic displays; and portions of a site that have significant 
on-site vista points.

3.0 Visual Environment
Understanding the existing visual environment of the alter-
native site and its surroundings is key in assessing changes 
produced by the alternative. The following sections discuss 
the setting of the alternative, describe existing landscape 
character units, and analyze site visibility from within the 
region.

3.1 Setting
The Merriam Mountain alternative site is located north of the 
City of Escondido along the Interstate 15 corridor in north-
ern San Diego County. The context of the site is characterized 
by undeveloped hillsides and canyons, with other land uses/
activities nearby including rural residential development, 
extractive uses, communications/utilities, the I-15 freeway, a 
mobile home park, golf courses, resorts/spas, and orchards/
vineyards. The land is characterized by varied topography, 
with both minor and major riparian corridors surrounded by 
hills and mountains of all scales. 
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3.2 Landscape Units
In order to better understand the visual context of the area 
surrounding the Merriam Mountain Landfill Alternative, vi-
sual landscape units have been established and described. 
These landscape units possess consistent visual elements 
that produce a unique experience for the viewer. Landscape 
units can vary greatly in size, but even in very large landscape 
units, the visual environment should exhibit consistent visual 
character within its delineated boundaries. The following is 
a discussion of the landscape units in the vicinity of the site. 
Figure 2 shows the geographic limits of the landscape char-
acter units and is supplemented by photos of typical condi-
tions within each unit.

Agriculture
North San Diego County has historically been a center of pro-
ductive agricultural use. Orchards and vineyards populate 
much of the region, including valleys, plains, and hillsides. 
Common agricultural products include avocados, citrus, 
strawberries, mushrooms, nursery trees/plants, and sod. The 
region is also used to raise livestock such as horses and poul-
try. The character of the agricultural landscape unit is typified 
by the existence of crop/orchard rows, open fields, livestock 
pens, canals/water delivery systems, and accessory structures 
such as barns, storage shelters, and tanks/wells. While these 
elements vary in appearance, they maintain a cohesive iden-
tity through the scarcity of man-made structures and overall 
urbanization. 

The agriculture landscape unit is only moderately sensitive 
to change based on the numerous uses generally associ-
ated with a rural/agrarian landscape. The landscape unit is 
compatible with most uses provided they do not introduce 
elements associated with a more urban environment such 
as closely spaced structures, widened roadways, increased 
number of roadways, parking areas, man-made lighting, and 
overall reduction of visual access to land. The majority of the 
agriculture landscape unit is located to the north and south 
of the site, west of Interstate 15.   

Freeway
The freeway landscape unit refers to the I-15 corridor that 
transects the study area. The dominant element in the land-
scape unit is the concrete surface of the northbound and 
southbound lanes. With four lanes in each direction, the ma-
jority of the viewing corridor is dominated by the lightly col-
ored, leveled roadway. Additional features are asphalt emer-
gency parking shoulders, gravel shoulders, and intermittent 
utilities/infrastructure such as call boxes, street lighting, road-
way signage, etc. The extent of I-15 included in this visual 
analysis does not include freeway landscaping beyond the 
native/invasive species that have spontaneously established 
themselves in the median and shoulder zones.

The freeway landscape unit itself is not sensitive to change. 
Freeways occur in every type of environment and the mini-
mal aesthetic quality of the freeway allows for integration of 
almost any element. Although the I-15 corridor is designated 
as scenic corridor by the County of San Diego, the sensitive 
visual resources protected by the designation relate to the 
landscape units adjacent to the freeway, rather than the free-
way itself. The freeway landscape unit borders the site on the 
east, and runs north/south through the study area.

Golf Course
The golf course landscape unit is characterized by the fair-
ways, greens, water features, and man-made landscaping 
that constitutes the majority of the property. Golf courses are 
generally much more lush than the surrounding terrain, in-
cluding non-native trees, expansive turf, and other plants that 
help define the course and either provide views to desirable 
off-site features or screen the course for privacy. Accessory 
structures include club houses, restrooms, gift shops, mainte-
nance buildings, bridges, paved cart paths, and fencing.

Golf courses are also many times a central feature of a master-
planned community, and can include associated residential 
development at varying densities, and thus, are classified as 
belonging to the appropriate residential development land-
scape unit rather than the golf course landscape unit. While 
the visual environment of the golf course landscape unit is 
carefully crafted and potentially sensitive to visual changes 
to its surroundings, the golf courses near the alternative are 
private land. As previously mentioned, private views are con-
sidered secondarily to public views.

For reference, the nearest golf courses to the site are the 
Lawrence Welk Resort Golf Course (open to the public), and 
the Castle Creek Golf Course (open to the public).

Quarry
The quarry landscape unit represents land that has been 
used for an extractive use, and in the context of this study, 
refers to open-pit style of extraction. Quarries are large-scale 
industrial operations that are distinguished by the signifi-
cant amounts of rock face that they expose. Unweathered 
rock exhibits a much lighter color than the weathered/veg-
etated surfaces around it. The extraction process also intro-
duces straight lines and right angles to slopes and hillsides 
that are normally curvilinear. Although not as visible as the 
quarry itself, extraction equipment such as cranes, vehicles, 
conveyors, storage facilities, etc. create a distinctly industrial 
character to the landscape unit.
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The quarry landscape unit is not sensitive to change. The 
quality of the visual environment on and off the site does not 
impact its operations. Conversely, its use of the land changes 
the visual environment in substantial ways, but this change is 
expected and integral with the quarry’s economic purpose.

There are two quarries near the alternative: one on the west-
ern slopes of the Merriam Mountains, near Twin Oaks Valley 
Road, and another in the San Marcos Mountains, south of 
Gopher Canyon Road.
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Figure 2: Landscape Character Units
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The semi-rural residential landscape unit is moderately sensi-
tive to change. It is a transition zone between urban/subur-
ban densities and more rural uses, but is potentially compat-
ible with both. The greatest sensitivity is to non-residential 
uses and building types typical in commercial or industrial 
development.

Semi-rural residential landscape unit blocks are located to 
the west and south of the site.

Suburban Residential
The suburban residential landscape unit is typical of single-
family residential development in many cities. Lot sizes are 
smaller than in rural and semi-rural residential areas and 
use of property for agriculture disappears entirely. Public 
improvements such as curbs, sidewalks, and street lighting 
are typical, and many times provide distinctive character ele-
ments. Suburban residential neighborhoods are usually de-
veloped as part of a single development, and thus, the homes 
exhibit many of the same characteristics. For the purposed of 
this report, mobile home developments are classified as the 
suburban residential landscape character unit.

The suburban residential landscape unit is moderately sensi-
tive to change. It is a transition zone between urban densities 
and more rural uses, but shares more characteristics with an 
urban setting than rural. The greatest sensitivity is to non-
residential uses and building types typical in commercial or 
industrial development.

Suburban residential landscape unit blocks are few in the 
study area, being located at the southern end of the Hidden 
Meadows area and the southern end of the Welk Village 
development.

Utility
The facilities and infrastructure associated with the utility 
landscape unit are industrial in nature. The utility campuses 
near the alternative are specifically water utility facilities. The 
sites are typically free of vegetation and feature large expans-
es on paved surfaces. There are facilities of varying sizes used 
for varying purposes, including holding tanks and basins.

The utility landscape unit is not sensitive to change. The qual-
ity of the visual environment on and off the site does not im-
pact its operations. Conversely, its use of the land changes 
the visual environment in substantial ways, but this change 
is expected and integral with the quarry’s economic purpose.

There are two utility landscape units near the alternative, 
both being to the west of the Merriam Mountains. One is lo-
cated on Silverleaf Lane and the other is southeast of the site 
on Twin Oaks Valley Road.

Resort/Spa
The resort/spa landscape unit refers to small to medium scale 
master-planned development designed to provide a pasto-
ral setting for relaxation and recreation. Elements utilized in 
creating this setting include man-made landscaping, themati-
cally tied buildings/structures, balance of open space and built 
space, and situation within a low-density or remote context. 

The resort/spa landscape unit is sensitive to change, al-
though, like the golf course, it is privately owned and views 
from the property are therefore not public views.

The closest resort/spa to the alternative is the Golden Door 
Spa, located to the south of the site on Deer Springs Road. 
Access is restricted to the Golden Door Spa, so no photos of 
this landscape character unit could be taken.

Rural Residential
The rural residential landscape unit is characterized by large-
lot, low-density residential development that exhibits the 
informal building style of the agricultural landscape unit, 
but not the dominance of agricultural uses. Rural residential 
development may have some limited agricultural production 
on-site, but is defined primarily by single family residences, 
large landscaped areas, and recreational amenities such as 
basketball courts, tennis courts, swimming pools, etc. While 
the development pattern of the rural residential landscape 
unit is low-density, the proliferation and density of landscap-
ing can limit views and view corridors, creating a more en-
closed viewing experience than in an agricultural setting.

The rural residential landscape unit is moderately sensitive to 
change. It is compatible with agricultural uses, but adversely 
affected by other non-residential uses and more densely de-
veloped residential uses.

The rural residential landscape unit represents a small frac-
tion of the land near the site, being concentrated to the north 
of the Hidden Meadows area and to the north of Gopher 
Canyon Road.

Semi-Rural Residential
The semi-rural residential landscape unit represents a fur-
ther urbanization of the rural residential landscape unit: lot 
sizes are not as large (although still large by urban standards), 
roads are wider, and agricultural use of property generally 
disappears. Public improvements such as curbs, sidewalks, 
and street lighting can occur. Semi-rural residential structures 
tend to be unique and can vary greatly in scale and building 
materials, negating a consistent character in terms of built 
form.
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Urban
The urban landscape unit is varied and contains many sub-
units that have their own visual qualities, however, because 
the urban environment is near the periphery of the study 
area and has almost no visibility to the site (discussed in 
greater detail later), it is identified as one landscape unit. The 
urban landscape unit is primarily characterized by its density 
of development and dominance of man-made structures. 
Roadways can be multi-lane, and right-of-way improvements 
can include sidewalks, landscaping, transit shelters, etc. Walls 
typically denote the boundary between properties and struc-
tures, rather than vegetation, and prove the most frequent 
obstruction to views and viewing corridors. Public viewing 
locations, however, can be more numerous than in rural set-
tings as the number of public roadways increases and public 
amenities such as trails and parks become more prevalent.

The urban environment is defined by a mix of land uses 
and building types, and as a whole, has a low sensitivity to 
change. The closest urban environment exists in the City of 
Vista, to the southwest of the site.

Undeveloped/Hillside
The undeveloped/hillside landscape character area refers to 
the natural, undisturbed slopes of the hills and mountains 
surrounding the alternative. The unique visual environment 
created by these hillsides comes from the oak/chaparral plant 
communities and distinctive rock outcroppings. The hills/
mountains themselves serve as landmarks to the surrounding 
lowlands and canyons and create a dynamic visual backdrop.

The undeveloped hillside landscape unit is highly sensitive to 
change. Changes to the topography of the hillsides disrupt 
their natural geometry and, if located high on the slope, can 
be seen from great distances. Likewise, changes in the native 
vegetative cover can expose the light soil and/or rock below, 
creating an inconsistency in texture and color.

The alternative is surrounded by undeveloped hillsides to the 
north, west, and south. There are also multiple contiguous 
stretches of undeveloped hillsides to the east of I-15.

Waterway/Riparian
The waterway/riparian landscape character area refers to the 
corridors of canyon and valley floors which convey either 
constant or intermittent water. The two key elements that 
distinguish this character area are water and dense plant 
growth. The waterway/riparian area supports an entire com-
munity of plant species that cannot survive even a short dis-
tance from water. Characteristics species include sycamores, 
cottonwoods, alders, California blackberries, horsetails, and 
willows. The dense plant growth provides critical habitat to 
animal species as well, and the corridors are used for both 
permanent habitation and as migratory routes.

Waterway/riparian landscape units are highly sensitive to 
change. Many of the riparian corridors are narrow, and thus, 
any interruption of the plant cover disrupts the visual con-
tinuity of the corridor. The dominance of natural elements 
such as rocks, trees, leaves, and water contrasts with the typi-
cally more sparsely vegetated canyon slopes, and contrasts 
even further with man-made structures. No notable riparian 
areas exist within the site. Several exist within three miles of 
the site, to the east, northeast and northwest.

3.3 Viewshed
In establishing visual impacts of the alternative, the planning 
team conducted a viewshed analysis to determine which 
areas in the vicinity of the alternative would have a view of 
the site. Because the active use of a landfill is likely to last de-
cades, the visual assessment also discusses areas with views 
of alternative elements in their interim stages. 

3.3.1 Theoretical Viewshed Limits
A viewshed is defined as the geographical area within which 
at least some components or elements of the alternative are 
visible. The viewshed for the Merriam Mountain alternative 
was analyzed using aerial photographs, USGS topographic 
maps, and computer viewshed methodologies. 

A theoretical model was developed utilizing Digital Elevation 
Models (DEM). These DEM files consist of x, y, and z data 
(north south, east west and elevational data) representing an 
area 10 meters by 10 meters per data point. This analysis is 
considered a theoretical limit since it only takes into account 
the position of the viewer, the location of the element being 
viewed, and the intervening topography. It does not analyze 
the effects of buildings, trees, and other structures that can 
severely limit the visibility of elements. It also does not take 
into account the effects of distance on the visibility of these 
elements. It does, however, represent the worst-case visibil-
ity of the alternative’s elements. In reality, intervening uses, 
structures and plant materials, as well as distance, can affect 
the overall significance of visual impacts. 

The viewshed was limited to a three-mile radius from the 
site and the computer model used a total of 100 observa-
tion points to determine the degree of visibility of the site. 
Observation points were arranged to reflect two scenarios: 
one where the landfill is under construction, including bor-
row/stockpiles areas and one where the landfill is completed 
and there are no remaining borrow/stockpiles. The borrow/
stockpile locations are generalized for this analysis as spe-
cific locations and grading information were not available. 
Approximate maximum heights were provided by Geosyntec 
for each location.
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Ancillary facilities (maintenance facilities, scales, basins, 
flares, etc.) were not modeled in either scenario because of 
their relatively minor scale in comparison to the landfill and 
borrow/stockpile elements (maximum of approximately 30 
feet for ancillary facilities vs. hundreds of feet for the landfill 
and stockpiles). 

3.3.2 Viewing Conditions
Viewing conditions can be determined by physical conditions 
including topography, temporary and permanent obstructions, 
lighting, and atmospheric conditions.

Lighting can have a significant effect on views. Clouds and fog 
can also change viewing conditions by increasing or decreas-
ing contrast. Atmospheric conditions in San Diego County 
tend to be hazy a large percentage of the time. A combina-
tion of fog, mist, haze, and smog combine to decrease visibil-
ity. Often, details of visual features are not discernible when 
more than three miles away. Based on typical viewing condi-
tions in this area, objects more than two miles away gener-
ally will not be considered visually prominent. If these objects 
are large enough to be visible, they would not be prominent, 
since the distance decreases scale and contrast that is nor-
mally perceived by changes in texture, color, and pattern. 

3.3.3 Views of the Site
The viewshed analysis indicates that the Merriam Mountain 
alternative is highly visible from locations to the southeast, 
east, and northeast of the site, with all other areas having lim-
ited visibility of the alternative’s features (see Figure 3). The 
urbanized areas of Vista and San Marcos, the Twin Oaks Valley 
Road area, and Gopher Canyon vicinity either have no visibil-
ity, or extremely limited visibility of the alternative, even at its 
finished elevation. 

Of an estimated 18,400 dwelling units situated within the 
three mile radius of the site, approximately 1,999 fall within 
the viewshed of the completed landfill (see Figure 4 and Table 
1). The large difference between these two numbers reflects 
the fact that the most densely populated areas within the 
three mile radius (mainly the City of Vista, to the southwest) 
are shielded from the proposed landfill by existing topog-
raphy. A cursory analysis of the zoning that falls within the 
viewshed shows that the number of dwelling units allowed 
could almost triple (to 5,721) if maximum densities were al-
lowed on a dwelling unit/acre basis.

The second viewshed analysis, including borrow/stockpile lo-
cations and elevations, reveals that visibility will increase from 
the southwest, west, and northwest (see Figure 5). The siting 
of the stockpiles at the upper portion of the site, along the 
ridgeline of the Merriam Mountains, opens up this large new 
area to views of the temporary features. With the exception 

of San Marcos to the south/southeast, most of the areas with 
views of the stockpiles are either undeveloped or minimally 
developed (primarily the San Marcos Mountains, but also the 
hilltops north of Gopher Canyon Road). 

Although the viewshed analysis shows that large areas 
around the site of the alternative would have a view of the 
finished landfill, field investigation determined that many of 
these locations are private, including private roadways - some 
of which even restrict access by means of a gate. Additionally, 
many public viewing locations do not have views to the site 
as indicated on the viewshed analysis because of significant 
vegetation. These “real world” factors significantly reduce 
the public viewing locations that would be impacted by the 
alternative.

4.0 Existing Visual Resources and 
Viewer Response

When determining potential impacts to the visual environ-
ment, a common vocabulary must be established to describe 
the aspect of a setting that could be altered or impacted by 
the alternative. Likewise, characteristics of potential viewers 
must be discussed and defined. The following sections pro-
vide these distinctions.

4.1 Existing Visual Resources
Visual resources are defined by their character and their 
quality. The character describes the elements that make the 
resource unique in terms of appearance, while the quality 
refers to the public perception of the resource and their reac-
tion to the resource.

4.1.1 Visual Character
The character of a visual resource can be further subdivided 
into pattern element and pattern character to better describe 
the distinctive features of a resource.

4.1.1.1 Pattern Elements
Visual character is generally defined by pattern elements 
such as form, spatial position relative to the viewer, line, color, 
texture, and detail.

The landforms of the area are large scale and dominant. The 
typical angle of slope is between 15 and 20 degrees with 
slopes ranging from 10-35%. The bottom of slopes are gener-
ally concave and gentle and convex toward the top. A strong 
contrast between these slopes and the ground plane exists. 
The abrupt change in slope at the floodplain level is very ap-
parent. The ridgelines of the Merriam Mountains and San 
Marcos Mountains provide the distinguishing background 
for views in the area.
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Zoning Acres In 
Viewshed

Existing 
Dwelling 
Units*

Density Allowed 
in Zone (DU/
Acre)**

Dwelling Units 
Allowed in Zone***

Potential 
Additional 
Houses

A70 - Limited Agricultural 1,378 148 0.125 - 1 1,378 1,230

C36 - General Commercial Use 26 146 40 1,057 911

C42 - Visitor Serving Commercial 
Use

18 33 - 33 -

RMH - Mobile Home Residential 24 548 - 548 -

RR - Rural Residential 67 15 0.25-0.5 34 19

RS - Single Family Residential Use 129 510 4.35-6.5 836 326

RV - Variable Family Residential 96 194 5-6 577 383

S80 - Open Space Use 127 26 0.125 16 0

S82 - Extractive Use 15 12 0.25 4 0

S87 - Limited Control Use 27 1 0.4 11 10

S88 - Specific Planning Area Use 372 366 0.5-3.3 1,227 861

S90 - Holding Area Use 202 0 - - -

S92 - General Rural Use 545 0 - - -

TOTAL 3,026 1,999 5,721 3,689

Table 1: Viewshed Acreage and Residential Viewer Projection

*  Dwelling unit numbers reflect SANDAG data from 2009. Dwelling unit quantities for C36 and S88 are taken from Lawrence 
Welk Resort timeshare unit information.

**  Densities can vary within each zoning use category.

***  Assumes maximum density.

The spatial position of the site relative to viewers varies, de-
pending on viewing location. Viewers are most likely one of 
two groups: either those in the valley on the freeway or at the 
Lawrence Welk resort, or those on the mesa to the east of the 
site. For those in the valley, the site sits in the upper portion 
of the viewing scene, although interceding ridges block all or 
parts of the landfill mass. For those on the mesa, the site is at 
eye level or below.

Line characteristics are not readily apparent in the undis-
turbed areas, with the exception of ridgelines. I-15 represents 
a significant visual and physical division in the landscape, 
as well as the edges between development and hillside 
foothills/ridges.

There is no dominant color pattern to the visual context of 
the site. Although large areas are relatively undisturbed and 
exhibit the typical native chaparral, sage cover, and rock 
outcroppings, other areas introduce the myriad colors asso-
ciated with man-made structures and agricultural develop-
ment. Likewise, texture and detail vary depending on view-
ing location.

4.1.1.2 Pattern Character
Pattern character can be described in terms of harmony, variety, 
contrast, and scale. The natural elements of the hillsides and the 
valleys can be considered harmonious. Likewise, the agricultur-
al uses of pastures, orchards, and row crops are also harmoni-
ous with each other and the native landscape. Non-harmonious 
elements include the quarries, roadways, and development at 
suburban and urban densities.

Variety and contrast exist within the context of the alter-
native site. To a certain extent, the existing residential and 
commercial development surrounding the site balances the 
forms of man-made and natural elements, creating a com-
plimentary mix of both forms. For instance, Lawrence Welk 
Village focuses development on the valley floor rather than 
encroaching on the surrounding hillsides, and the low-densi-
ty residential development on the top of the mesa blends the 
existing topography with man-made structures. Some excep-
tions include roadway cuts on the slopes east of Lawrence 
Welk Village, where man-made lines contrast with those of 
the existing hillside.
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The context of the alternative site is memorable, due to the 
distinctive canyons and ridgelines of the Merriam Mountains 
and hillsides to the east of I-15. The change in vertical eleva-
tion from valley floor to the ridgelines, combined with their 
undeveloped nature, greatly contribute to the experience. 

The scale of the area varies from the sprawling landforms of 
the Merriam Mountains to the narrow, linear riparian corri-
dors in the valleys. Man-made/cultural elements also vary in 
scale, from the small-lot mobile home development south of 
Lawrence Welk Village, to the large scale mining operations 
to the west of the Merriam Mountains. The I-15 freeway cor-
ridor, while narrow, is regional in scale in terms of its connec-
tivity and views. 

4.1.2 Visual Quality
The visual quality of the area is described in terms of its vivid-
ness, intactness, and scarcity of the specific visual elements.

The planning team evaluated each landscape unit in terms 
of its physical and perceptual quality, individually assessing 
elements such as landform, vegetation, water, harmony, viv-
idness, and scarcity (see Appendix A for evaluation forms). 
Figure 6 shows the results of this evaluation in terms of high, 
moderate, and low visual character of each landscape unit. 
The point totals for each landscape unit in terms of physical 
and perceptual quality are provided in Table 2.

The areas with the highest visual quality are scattered 
throughout the study area. The landscape character unit rep-
resenting the largest area of high visual quality is the unde-
veloped hillside character unit. This unit also surrounds the 
alternative on the north, south, and west. The freeway ad-
jacent to the eastern site boundary has a low visual quality. 
Across the freeway from the site is the Welk Village, which ex-
hibits a high visual quality stemming from its master-planned 
planning and design aesthetic, while the mobile home park 
to the south of Welk Village has a moderate visual quality.

The many residential and agricultural areas further away from 
the alternative site have a moderate visual quality. These ar-
eas have desirable/unique characteristics, but their visual 
quality is tempered by disorganization and/or a variety of 
forms within the character unit. The low visual quality areas 
are the landscape units of quarry, utility, and urban. The quar-
ry and utility landscapes are rated as having low visual qual-
ity because of the chaotic appearance they present and the 
disruption they cause to other landscapes nearby. The urban 
landscape unit is rated as low because of its disruption on the 
nearby rural and undeveloped landscape units and its lack of 
a single, cohesive identity, form, or character.

4.2 Viewer Response Assessment
The response of viewers to a change in the viewing scene can 
be estimated by analyzing elements such as viewing distanc-
es, viewer sensitivity, and viewing duration. Table 3 displays 
theses elements as they relate to the various viewer groups 
present near the site.

The viewer groups with the highest sensitivity to change are 
timeshare owners/visitors to the Lawrence Welk Village, resi-
dents of the mobile home park, and residents living on the 
mesa east of the site. Residents are most sensitive because 
of the length of the duration of their exposure, the close 
proximity to the site (for some residents), their significant in-
vestment in property, and the value they place on the visual 
setting. Likewise, timeshare owners and golf course patrons 
invest money in their timeshares/greens fees to have an en-
joyable recreational experience, which is influenced by not 
only the resort amenities, but also the surrounding terrain. All 
of these viewers, however, are viewing from private viewing 
locations.

The closest public viewing location, however, is from the free-
way to the east of the site. While views to the site from the 
freeway are limited, and the viewing duration is short, some 
drivers have a high sensitivity to changes in the character of 
the corridor based on the scenic designation applied by the 
county. The quantities of drivers/viewers in this corridor is sub-
stantially higher than at other viewing locations. According 
to California Department of Transportation (CALTRANS) data 
for 2010, 120,000 average daily trips occur northbound and 
another 119,000 occur southbound. Though the viewing du-
ration is less than 5-10 seconds at normal freeway speeds, the 
total viewing duration is 5 seconds times 240,000. Other sur-
face roadways provide glimpses of the site, but are traveled 
by a much lower number of drivers.

5.0 Visual Impact Assessment
The visual impacts of the alternative are determined by assess-
ing changes to existing visual resources by the alternative and 
predicting viewer response to any visual losses or contrasts. 
Visual resource change can result from the loss of visual re-
sources which contribute to the visual character of the area 
and/or the introduction of visually prominent elements that 
contrast negatively with the visual quality/character of the 
area. These impacts can be to landform, the visual quality or 
the visual character of the site.

The viewer response to changes in the visual environment 
created by the alternative is determined by viewer exposure 
and viewer sensitivity. The resulting level of visual impact is 
determined by combining the severity of resource change 
with the degree to which people are likely to oppose or be 
disturbed by the change, weighted by the quantity and view-
ing duration of the changes.
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Table 2: Visual Quality Inventory Evaluation Summary

Unit Name Physical Perceptual Total Quality 
Category

Agriculture 11 2 13 Moderate

Freeway 4 3 7 Low

Golf Course 19 8 27 High

Quarry 6 -5 1 Low

Resort/Spa 15 8 23 High

Rural Residential 11 3 14 Moderate

Semi-Rural Residential 11 3 14 Moderate

Suburban Residential 11 5 16 Moderate

Undeveloped Hillside 11 12 23 High

Utility 5 -3 2 Low

Urban 11 -3 8 Low

Waterway/Riparian 18 10 28 High

Figure 6: Landscape Character Unit Visual Quality

Low Visual Quality

Moderate Visual Quality

High Visual Quality

Legend
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Viewer Group Viewer 
Quantity

View Distance View 
Duration

Viewer 
Sensitivity

Note

Golf Course 
Patrons

Low Foreground 
(for Vista Valley 
Country Club)

3 - 5 hours High Welk Golf Resort patrons view the landfill 
from a private viewing location.

Residents Moderate Foreground to 
background

12 -14 hours 
daily

High Residents are highly sensitive to change 
based on their investment in their homes. 
Views from their homes are private views, 
although they would also frequently travel 
public roadways in the vicinity (and within the 
viewshed) of the project.

Timeshare 
Owners

Moderate Middle ground 12 -14 hours 
daily

High Timeshare owners have a similar sensitivity to 
residents, because of their financial invest-
ment in a property and the long exposure 
while utilizing a property. This is somewhat 
lessened, though by the lower financial in-
vestment and infrequent use of the property.

Agricultural 
Workers

Low Middle ground 
to background

Up to 9 hours 
daily

Low Workers may have intermittent views to the 
site while working and traveling to/from their 
place of employment, although their stake in 
the visual quality of the surrounding proper-
ties is limited.

Quarry 
Workers

Low Foreground Up to 9 hours 
daily

Low While workers have a limited stake in the 
visual environment near where they work, the 
chaotic and industrial nature of their worksite 
would lessen their sensitivity to changes in 
the surrounding environment even more.

Water District 
Workers

Low Background Up to 9 hours 
daily

Low Workers may have intermittent views to the 
site while working and traveling to/from their 
place of employment, although their stake in 
the visual quality of the surrounding proper-
ties is limited.

Freeway 
Drivers

High Foreground to 
Middle ground

30 seconds 
or less

Moderate Freeway drivers have varying levels of interest 
in the surrounding visual environment, but 
a higher number of drivers on this portion of 
freeway might choose this road to enjoy the 
surrounding visual resources.

Roadway 
Drivers

Moderate Middle ground 
to background

Intermittent; 
30 second 
intervals

Moderate Regional residents and visitors to the area 
likely constitute the majority of the roadway 
drivers in the area. These viewers would 
appreciate the context of the project for its ru-
ral/agrarian aesthetic, but would have limited 
investment otherwise. View durations would 
also be brief given the varied topography and 
dense vegetation in the area.

Table 3: Viewer Group Response Analysis
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Later sections of the report include realistic computer simula-
tions of the alternative, along with simplified photographic 
integration of computer models placed over top of existing 
visual resources shown in the photographs. 

The following sections detail the terminology used to analyze 
these simulations, as well as the process followed to select 
the simulated key views from numerous candidate key view 
photos/locations.

5.1 Definitions of Visual Impact Levels
The following definitions will be used in subsequent sections 
of the document.

No Impact

Changes in the visual environment as a result of the pro-
posed alternative create no impact on existing visual resourc-
es. NOTE: If improvements in the visual environment occur as 
a result of the alternative, the impact would also be classified 
as “no impact.”

Less than significant impact

Impacts of a degree below that of significance can result 
when the changes to existing visual resources are not be per-
ceived negatively by viewers, the contrast with existing re-
sources is too small, or the contrast occurs in an area with low 
visual quality/low sensitivity to visual changes. NEPA requires 
mitigation for all levels of adversity, even those considered to 
be below a level of significance.

Significant Impact

Changes in the visual environment produce a significant im-
pact when they introduce a moderate or high level of con-
trast to the visual resource, resulting in a viewer response that 
is moderately or highly negative. Mitigation will be required 
to reduce the impact to a less-than-significant level.

5.2 Guidelines for Determining 
Significance

The visual impact assessment of the Merriam Mountain alter-
native is based on impact to the following visual elements: 
visual quality, landform quality, view quality, and commu-
nity plans and policies. These significance criteria are set 
under guidance provided by the United States Army Corps 
of Engineers (USACE) as approved in the Gregory Canyon 
Landfill Study Plan.

An alternative will be considered to have a significant effect if 
it proposes any of the changes listed below. Conversely, if an 
alternative does not propose any of the following, it will not 
be considered to have a significant effect on visual resources.

Impact to Landform Quality

1. The alternative would result in a permanent adverse 
change in the natural landform character of a scenic 
area. This change must not only be noticeable to a mod-
erate to large number of viewers, but the contrast must 
dominate other adjacent landforms. 

Impacts to Visual Quality

2. The alternative would clearly contrast with the existing 
visual resources of a moderate or high quality landscape 
assessment unit. This contrast must be clearly visible to 
a moderate to large number of viewers and the contrast 
must dominate the visual scene to the point where 
the character and quality of the visual resources, or the 
scene as a whole, are permanently and significantly 
degraded.

Impacts on View Quality

3. The alternative would block a substantial percentage of 
an existing view corridor of a regionally or subregionally 
important view scene, or prevent the physical or visual 
access to a viewing point from which the viewing scene 
can be seen. An adverse effect would also occur if an 
alternative highly contrasts and dominates the view-
ing scene to the point where the view scene quality is 
substantially degraded.

Impacts to Community  Plans and Policies

4. The alternative would prevent the attainment of a 
design or other aesthetic goal that is part of an adopted 
community plan or other County approved document. 
This visual character type is determined by line, form, 
color, contrast, texture, cultural features, scale and 
other elements that contribute to the character of the 
neighborhood and that are identified as important to 
the community.

In order to assess these impacts thoroughly and provide a 
basis of comparison with the Gregory Canyon visual impact 
analysis, this study utilizes the following questions to estab-
lish significance at each of the key view viewing locations:

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?
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3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of physical visual 
resources?

5. Will the alternative block and existing view corridor, 
change a regionally important view scene, or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

These questions attempt to quantify a number of viewers 
above which would represent a “moderate” quantity of view-
ers (potentially resulting in a cumulative impact), as well as 
provide more specificity to the ways impacts could affect 
landform quality, view quality, visual quality, and community 
plans and policies.

5.3 Key Views
Because it is not feasible to analyze all the possible views in 
which the landfill alternative would be seen, it is necessary to 
select a number of key view points that most clearly display 
the visual effects of the alternative. 

Figure 7 shows key views that represent typical views and 
viewing angles as seen by the different viewer groups. These 
are referred to as “Candidate Key Views.” Each of the candidate 
key views on the following page includes an overlay of the 
landfill massing. These are not intended to be full simulations, 
just graphics that help to portray the general location, scale, 
and extent of the proposed improvements. Please note that 
the simulated massing of the landfill includes a solid yellow 
tone for visible portions of the landfill and a semi-transparent 
yellow tone for portions of the landfill behind foreground ob-
jects. Table 4 summarizes each of these key views. The follow-
ing pages include all of the key view photos that represent 
the full range of views of the site. Four of these key views have 
been refined into full simulations with suggested mitigations.

5.4 Visual Simulation Review
Figures 8 through 11 represent photo realistic computer 
simulations of the landfill alternative. They were developed 
through the use of a three-dimensional computer model of 
the landform with the landfill topographical contours. This 
model was then transposed over top of a photo image of the 
site. Additional texture, color, details and shadowing were add-
ed to increase the realistic look of the simulation. Foreground 
elements are added that would normally block out parts of the 
background view. 

The simulations reveal that the visibility and impact of the al-
ternative depends greatly on the location of the viewer. While 
the landfill alternative is large in scale, the nondescript form 
and distance from many public viewing locations help to de-
emphasize the landfill’s presence. In an unmitigated state, 
however, the contrasts in color make the landfill much more 
noticeable. Visibility from close to the site also varies greatly; 
some ridgelines obscure the landfill form, while others open 
to reveal much of the landfill mass.

Figure 8 shows the potential impacts to the viewing scene 
as seen from the northbound lanes of I-15. The primary im-
pression is of the landfill’s massive scale, and when compared 
to the existing condition, the loss of the viewing corridor 
provided by the existing canyon to the upper reaches of the 
ridgeline. The effect of filling the canyon is two fold. It results 
in the loss of views to the ridgeline of the Merriam Mountains 
as well as the loss of a portion of the sky, which interfaces 
with the mountain ridgeline. 

The slope/face of the landfill mass, even with revegetation, 
would contrast with the native undeveloped slopes and dis-
rupt and segment the intact nature of the mountain range 
that currently exists. This key view represents the view for 
freeway drivers, which would be numerous, but similar views 
would be possible to residents of the mobile home park to 
the east of the freeway. 

Figure 8 also provides a simulation of the landfill at an esti-
mated 50% volume, assuming the landfill mass is constructed 
starting at the low elevations and expanded to the higher el-
evations. Other approaches could be utilized, but this is one 
feasible approach that this analysis has assumed. Further, 
50% volume does not equate to 50% finished height, as ex-
cavation would have occurred and a larger portion of the vol-
ume of the landfill mass could exist at the lower elevations. 
The result of the simulation shows that even at a 50% vol-
ume, the character of the landfill from the northbound lanes 
of I-15 is very similar to the 100% volume. This is partly due 
to the slope of the face of the landfill, which is sloping away 
from the viewer. Each increment of height produces less of an 
impact from this viewing location, thus, the lower elevations 
contribute most significantly to the impact. 
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Figure 9 shows the potential impact to views from the south-
bound lanes of I-15. While the immense scale of the landfill 
is still apparent, the angle of the fill combined with the view-
ing angle allows for views to the tops of some of the existing 
peaks, as well as preservation of most of the views to the sky. 
This simulation also shows that more of the existing land-
scape remains as a foreground setting, relegating the landfill 
mass to the middle ground where it is less dominant. Please 
note that the simulation does not include ancillary facilities. 
It is possible that ancillary facilities would be located in the 
area shown in the foreground of this simulation. These facili-
ties would present their own, unique, impacts to the viewing 
scene as well as draw attention to the landfill behind.

Figure 10 represents the view from a public roadway on top 
of the ridge to the east of the landfill, approximately 1.5 miles 
away from the site. The upper portions of the landfill are in 
plain view. This view is in contrast to the views from below 
since the level top elevation stands out as a contrasting form 
to the adjacent rounded hillsides. Also, the active bench faces 

and daily trash handling areas will be seen from this view-
point. As with Figure 8, the broad face of the landfill, along 
with its differentiated slope, color, and texture, would disrupt 
the existing integrity character, and continuity of the moun-
tain range. Because the landfill is below this vantage point, 
the ridgeline of the mountains is at least preserved. Viewers 
likely to see the landfill from this location are almost entirely 
local area drivers and residents. 

Figure 10 also provides a simulation of the landfill at an esti-
mated 50% volume. The result of the simulation shows that 
the visual impact is caused by a combination of the landfill 
mass and the potential excavation of the hillsides around the 
landfill. From this viewing location, however, the disruption 
to the viewing scene at 50% volume is much less noticeable 
than when the landfill is complete.
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Candidate Key view 1
Looking northwest from I-15 (hidden by existing terrain)

Candidate Key view 2
Looking west from I-15

Candidate Key view 3
Looking south from Circle R Drive

Candidate Key view 4
Looking west from I-15

Candidate Key view 5
Looking west from I-15

Candidate Key view 6 (Private)
Looking south from Camino de las Lomas

Landfill

Landfill

Landfill
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Candidate Key view 10
Looking southwest from Lawrence Welk Drive

Candidate Key view 8
Looking west/southwest from Meadow Mesa Drive

Candidate Key view 11
Looking southwest Lawrence Welk Drive

Candidate Key view 12
Looking west from Champagne Boulevard

Candidate Key view 7
Looking west from Indian Creek Way

Candidate Key view 9
Looking northwest from Champagne Boulevard

Landfill
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Candidate 
Key view 
Number

Character 
Unit Taken 
From

Dominant 
Viewer 
Group

Quantity 
of 
Viewers

View 
Duration

Distance from 
Viewer to Site

Notes Recommended 
for Simulation

1 I-15 Freeway 
(northbound)

Freeway 
Drivers

High Short Middle ground Southern slopes of project 
site may block view of 
landfill slopes

No

2 I-15 Freeway 
(northbound)

Freeway 
Drivers

HIgh Short Middle ground Grade change between 
northbound and south-
bound lanes creates a 
visual obstruction to 
project site

Yes

3 Circle R Drive Local 
drivers, 
Residents

Low Short Background Interceding slopes may 
block view of landfill slopes

No

4 I- 15 Freeway 
(southbound)

Freeway 
Drivers

High Short Foreground/
Middle ground

Provides most direct view 
of project site, although 
viewing duration is short

Yes

5 I -15 Freeway 
(southbound)

Freeway 
Drivers

High Short Foreground/
Middle ground

Provides most direct view 
of project site, although 
viewing duration is short

No

6 Camino de 
las Lomas 
(Semi-Rural 
Residential)

Local 
drivers, 
Residents

Low Moderate Background Viewing corridor to project 
site appears to be mostly 
unobstructed, representa-
tive of regional views

No

7 Indian 
Creek Way 
(Semi-Rural 
Residential)

Local 
drivers, 
Residents

Low Moderate Background Interceding slopes may 
block view of landfill slopes

No

8 Meadow 
Mesa Drive 
(Semi-Rural 
Residential)

Local 
drivers, 
Residents

Low Moderate Background Key view represents “worst-
case scenario” impacts 
from public roadway 
location on mesa east of 
project site

Yes

9 Champagne 
Blvd 
(Semi-Rural 
Roadway)

Local 
drivers, 
Residents

Moderate Short Background Similar view as from free-
way, but represents view 
for local drivers, residents

No

10 Lawrence 
Welk Drive 
(Multi-family 
Residential)

Tourists, 
residents

Moderate Moderate Background View of hillsides largely 
obstructed by existing 
vegetation

No

11 Lawrence 
Welk Drive 
(Multi-family 
Residential/
Commercial)

Tourists, 
shoppers, 
residents

Moderate Moderate Background View of hillsides largely 
obstructed by existing 
vegetation

Yes

12 Champagne 
(Semi-Rural 
Roadway)

Local 
drivers, 
Residents

Moderate Short Background Grade change between 
roadway and freeway cre-
ates a visual obstruction to 
project site

No

Table 4: Key view Photo Summary and Simulation Recommendations
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KEY VIEW PHOTOGRAPH LOCATION North

View looking west from 
I-15

Figure

Merriam Mtn Key View 2
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Figure 8: Key view 2 Simulation
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* Simulation Notes: These simulations represent approximate 
renderings of project elements based on currently available 
information from conceptual plans. 

Alternative to Gregory Canyon Landfill
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KEY VIEW PHOTOGRAPH LOCATION North

View looking west from 
I-15

Figure

Merriam Mtn Key View 4
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Figure 9: Key view 4 Simulation
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* Simulation Notes: These simulations represent approximate 
renderings of project elements based on currently available 
information from conceptual plans. 

Alternative to Gregory Canyon Landfill
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KEY VIEW PHOTOGRAPH LOCATION North

View looking west from 
Meadow Mesa Road

Figure

Merriam Mtn Key View 8

10PROPOSED CONDITIONS (50% FULL, UNMITIGATED) 

PROPOSED CONDITIONS (100% FULL, MITIGATED) 

EXISTING CONDITIONS

PROPOSED CONDITIONS (100% FULL, UNMITIGATED)

Visual Setting 
Information

Contrast Assessment
of Project Elements

NA: Not Affected or Not Applicable

Visual Quality

Vividness

Intactness

Unity

Visual Organization

Other Elements

Viewing Scene Quality

Landform Quality

Viewing Corridor Quality

Hi
gh

 Q
ua

lit
y

M
od

er
at

e Q
ua

lit
y

Lo
w 

Qu
ali

ty

Hi
gh

 Co
nt

ra
st

M
od

er
at

e C
on

tra
st

Im
pr

ov
es

/L
ow

 Co
nt

.

Existing Proposed

Figure 10: Key view 8 Simulation
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renderings of project elements based on currently available 
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KEY VIEW PHOTOGRAPH LOCATION North

View looking southwest 
from Lawrence Welk Dr.

Figure

Merriam Mtn Key View 11
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Figure 11: Key view 11 Simulation
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* Simulation Notes: These simulations represent approximate 
renderings of project elements based on currently available 
information from conceptual plans. 

Alternative to Gregory Canyon Landfill
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Figure 11 simulates the landfill as seen from Lawrence Welk 
Drive, approximately a mile to the northeast. Although there 
are many views to the Merriam Mountains from the devel-
opment, most are private views. This view from the public 
roadway, near the entrance to the timeshare residences and 
the commercial development would be seen by many view-
ers and is typical of views from the public portions of the de-
velopment. The landfill mass is visible from this viewing loca-
tion, although the complexity of the viewing corridor helps 
to mitigate the landfill’s mass and elevation. In addition, be-
cause the landfill sits in the background of the viewing scene, 
differences in color and texture between it and the existing 
hillsides are minimized. The landfill still changes the character 
of the ridgeline, however, by obstructing one of the saddles 
between ridges. Potential viewer groups represented by this 
view include timeshare owners, resort employees, golf pa-
trons, and residents.

5.5 Assessment of Visual Character and 
Visual Quality

The first step in determining visual resource change is to as-
sess the compatibility of the alternative with the visual char-
acter of the existing landscape. The following analyses utilize 
Figures 8 through 11 to assess potential character attributes 
of the alternative and determine impacts.

5.5.1 Assessment of Visual Character
The landfill alternative has a visual character that is both 
compatible and contrary to existing visual resources. The 
form and scale of the landfill are similar to some of the hills 
and small mountains in the area, although the landfill would 
likely have an angled, engineered appearance rather than 
the rounded and gentle slopes of the existing topography. 
In this sense, the landfill itself would not dominate the land-
scape, although it would alter the composition of the existing 
hillsides and contrast with its more natural forms. Unless the 
proposed landforms contained the same slope angles and 
rounded concave and convex forms, it will contrast with the 
existing landforms of the area.

The color, diversity, and texture of the alternative would vary 
from the existing hillsides. Standard revegetation that would 
be used on completed slopes is essentially monochromatic 
and devoid of the diversity and variation present in native 
plant communities. During construction, bare soil would in-
troduce a starker contrast to the existing color, diversity, and 
texture of the hillsides surrounding the site.

5.5.2 Assessment of Visual Quality
In terms of changes in the visual quality of the site and its sur-
roundings, the alternative would disrupt the intactness and 
unity of the existing landform and visual quality of the area. 
Few disturbances exist within the site and its context. The 
landfill will be highly visible and introduce a land mass with 
a character unlike that of the existing undisturbed hillsides/
mountains. The size of the landfill will affect views from mul-
tiple locations, disrupting the visual quality of the Merriam 
Mountains as a whole from these locations.

The existing hillsides are memorable for their steep slopes 
and relatively undisturbed nature, featuring elements such 
as rock outcroppings and native vegetation. The introduction 
of the landfill would greatly detract from the existing vivid-
ness of the site by obscuring and altering the existing view-
ing scene.

5.6 Assessment of Viewer Response
As discussed in Section 4.2 Viewer Response, the viewer 
groups with the highest sensitivity to change are timeshare 
owners, golf patrons, and local residents. For these viewers, 
the close proximity to the landfill, the long duration of the 
view, and the vested interest in minimizing changes to the 
existing visual resource of the hillsides/mountains would like-
ly produce major opposition to the alternative. 

Both public and private views are included in visual impact 
considerations, although primary weight is given to public 
views. The primary public viewer would be freeway driv-
ers and drivers of roadways on higher elevations to the east 
and northeast. The freeway drivers have an expectation of 
high visual quality because of the existing context of sce-
nic resources and the designation of the corridor as scenic. 
Other roadway drivers are likely to have moderate sensitivity 
to changes caused by the landfill due to limited views and a 
short duration of views. Their moderate sensitivity may allow 
them to tolerate the changes presented by the landfill much 
more than those that own land or buildings that can see the 
landfill.
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5.7 Community Plans and Policies
The following section highlights community goals and poli-
cies listed in Section 2.3, Regulatory Framework with which 
the alternative conflicts. Any goals and policies for which the 
alternative is compatible are not relisted in this section. 

5.7.1 General Plan
Land Use Element

Goal LU-2: Maintenance of the County’s Rural Character

Policy LU 2.8: Mitigation of Development Impacts. Require 
measures that minimize significant impacts to surrounding 
areas from uses or operations that cause excessive noise, vi-
brations, dust, odor, aesthetic impairment and/or are detri-
mental to human health and safety.

The alternative creates an aesthetic impairment of the 
site when compared with the context of the surrounding 
hillsides.

Goal LU-12: Infrastructure and Services Supporting 
Development

Policy LU 12.4: Planning for Compatibility. Plan and site infra-
structure for public utilities and public facilities in a manner 
compatible with community character, minimize visual and 
environmental impacts, and whenever feasible, locate any fa-
cilities and supporting infrastructure outside preserve areas.

The alternative creates impacts to the visual environment 
of the site when compared with the context of the surround-
ing hillsides.

Conservation and Open Space Element

Goal COS-11: Preservation of Scenic Resources

Policy COS 11.1: Protection of Scenic Resources. Require 
the protection of scenic highways, corridors, regionally sig-
nificant scenic vistas, and natural features, including promi-
nent ridgelines, dominant landforms, reservoirs, and scenic 
landscapes.

Interstate 15, between Escondido city limits and Riverside 
County line;

The alternative disrupts the existing visual resources of the 
Merriam Mountains, which are adjacent to the I-15 corridor.

Policy COS 11.3: Development Siting and Design. Require de-
velopment within visually sensitive areas to minimize visual 

impacts and to preserve unique or special visual features, 
particularly in rural areas, through the following:

•	 Creative site planning

•	 Integration of natural features into the project

•	 Appropriate scale, materials, and design to complement 
the surrounding natural landscape

•	 Minimal disturbance of topography

•	 Clustering of development so as to preserve a balance 
of open space vistas, natural features, and community 
character

•	 Creation of contiguous open space networks

The alternative, because of its landfill function and mas-
sive scale, does not accommodate some of the site planning 
techniques listed in this policy. Site features cannot be inte-
grated except at the periphery of the landfill mass, existing 
topography cannot be minimally disturbed, landfill mass 
can only partially be clustered, and usable open space net-
works on site cannot be created.

Goal COS-12: Preservation of Ridgelines and Hillsides

Policy 12.2: Development Location on Ridges. Require devel-
opment to preserve the physical features by being located 
down and away from ridgelines so that structures are not sil-
houetted against the sky.

While the alternative does not extend to the top of the ex-
isting ridgelines, its elevation above the freeway and can-
yon floor below have the effect of obstructing views of the 
ridgeline from below. The alternative also creates a new, 
artificial ridgeline for viewers from below. The scale of im-
pact to the viewing scene will be determined by the final 
form and the silhouette of the new landform against the 
sky and background ridgeline. Standard landfill topogra-
phy would not match existing landscape forms and would 
create a visual impact. 

5.7.2 North County Metropolitan 
Subregional Plan

Policy 14: Designate Resource Conservation Areas

The Resource Conservation Area (RCA) designation is applied 
to protect sensitive biological, archaeological, aesthetic, min-
eral, and water resources. Projects requiring environmental 
analysis under the CEQA that occur within RCAs should be 
carefully analyzed to assess their impact on the RCA.
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The Merriam Mountains are designated as resource conserva-
tion area #23.

The Merriam Mountain landfill alternative at least partly 
falls within RCA #23. While the goal of the RCA is to design 
projects in a way that minimally impacts sensitive resourc-
es, the alternative has few variables that can be sufficiently 
changed to avoid impacts, especially to visual resources. 
Conflicts with RCA goals are the same as those listed for 
COS 11.3

5.7.3 I-15 Corridor Subregional Plan
The I-15 Corridor Subregional Plan is intended to promote 
orderly development, protect environmental and man-
made resources, and implement the County’s objectives for 
growth management and the structure of government for 
the Subregion.

Scenic Preservation Guidelines

Site Planning Standards:

1.  Individual projects shall reinforce the character of the 
sites, the attributes of adjacent projects, and preserve 
viewsheds, natural topographic features, and natural 
watercourses.

The alternative does not preserve viewsheds, natural top-
ographic features, or natural watercourse (in the form of 
mountain drainage channels)

2. Individual projects shall relate on-site open space and 
pedestrian areas with those of other projects, both vi-
sually and in terms of providing for continuous paths of 
travel.

The alternative cannot provide usable open space and/or 
pedestrian areas, although the landfill mass will be free of 
structures.

3. Building orientation shall take maximum advantage of 
existing views and create view corridors.

The alternative will not obscure views of structures, al-
though the mass of the landfill will block existing view cor-
ridors that see into the overall Merriam landform and as-
sociated ridgelines.

5. Ridgeline projects can be highly sensitive and are gener-
ally discouraged.

a) Ridgeline projects shall maintain a low profile ap-
pearance and the natural physical character of the 
ridgeline shall be substantially maintained.

While the alternative does not extend to the top of the ex-
isting ridgelines, its elevation above the freeway and can-
yon floor below have the effect of obstructing views of the 
ridgeline from below. The alternative also creates a new, 
artificial ridgeline for viewers from below. The scale of im-
pact to the viewing scene will be determined by the final 
form/silhouette of the new ridgeline, but standard landfill 
topography would not match existing landscape forms and 
would create a visual impact.

b) Ridgeline projects shall be limited to one story.

The alternative will have temporary stockpiles sited near or 
on ridgelines. The stockpiles will potentially measure 100 
feet in height from their base.

c) Ridgelines that have been graded or disturbed shall 
be supplemented with a sufficient amount of trees, 
shrubs, and ground cover to minimize visual impacts 
resulting from such disturbances.

Not enough information is known about the alternative to 
determine if it meets this guideline.

Circulation Standards:

2. Project entries shall provide for safe and efficient 
circulation:

a) Project entries and the transition from major circula-
tion routes into the project interior shall be accom-
plished through the use of landforms, open space, 
landscape plantings, and architectural elements (i.e., 
wall, signs).

Not enough information is known about the alternative to 
determine if it meets this guideline.

Landscape Design Standards:

7. Landscape materials that aid in preventing the rapid 
spread of brush fires shall be applied.

Not enough information is known about the alternative to 
determine if it meets this guideline.
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8. Earth berms shall be rounded and natural in character, 
and, where possible, designed to obscure undesirable 
views.

Not enough information is known about the alternative to 
determine if it meets this guideline.

9. Major strands of native trees shall be preserved.

The alternative does not preserve any vegetation that lies 
within the waste footprint of the landfill.

Development Standards for Steep Topography and Natural 
Features:

1.  Extensive grading of slope areas within viewsheds will be 
minimized

The alternative is characterized by extensive excavation 
and fill grading that can only be minimally altered.

2. Hillside development shall be integrated with existing 
topography and landforms. Areas of steep topography, 
tree stands, hillside agricultural activity, and rock out-
croppings shall be respected and preserved.

The alternative is characterized by extensive excavation 
and fill grading that does not respond to vegetation or rock 
outcroppings. The periphery of the landfill mass can be 
slightly adjusted to respond to existing topography.

3.  Variety in the development of hillsides shall be encour-
aged through the use of appropriate site preparation 
techniques, grading techniques, and in the configura-
tion, size, and placement of lots.

The alternative prioritizes maximizing waste volume rather 
than providing a variety of topographical forms, and thus, 
is characterized by constant slopes and linear landfill faces/
embankments. 

4.  The arrangement of building sites to optimize and retain 
significant viewsheds shall be encouraged.

The alternative will not obscure views with structures, al-
though the mass of the landfill will block existing views and 
view corridors.

5.  The protection and preservation of the public use of on-
site vista points shall be encouraged.

Public access will not be granted for the alternative, al-
though the site does not have any known existing public 
viewing locations.

6.  The visual quality shall be maximized and the erosion po-
tential shall be minimized by planting native and natu-
ralized plants, especially in disturbed areas adjacent to 
upgraded hillsides and watercourses.

Not enough information is known about the alternative to 
determine if it meets this guideline.

7.  Natural watercourses shall be protected; and existing wa-
tershed and groundwater resources shall be conserved.

Existing mountainside drainage channels will be replaced 
with engineered conveyance mechanisms to meet the 
needs of the remaining natural slopes and engineered 
landfill slopes.

8.  Any grading above 25 percent slope will blend with the 
surrounding area, and be landscaped appropriately to 
look natural.

All finished landfill slopes will be revegetated, although 
specific details regarding the revegetation are not avail-
able at this time. Some mitigations may be possible for ac-
centuating variations in landform as well as provide a tran-
sition from adjacent native slopes.

5.7.4 Zoning Ordinance
Special Purpose Regulations: General Rural Use 
Regulations (S92)

Building Type (C): Attached and Detached Non-Residential 
Structures Permitted
Max Height (G): 35 feet
Setback (C): Ranges from 15 feet to 60 feet
Special Regulations (B): Community Design Review. Requires 
a site plan and associated documentation be prepared in ac-
cordance with community design guidelines as a part of the 
discretionary review process.

The special regulations associated with this zoning desig-
nation require additional review with respect to the I-15 
scenic corridor/subregional plan guidelines and policies 
(discussed previously). The alternative will not be able to 
meet many of these requirements.
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5.8 Determination of Significance
Below is a discussion of the criteria/questions used to de-
termine if the visual impacts created by the alternative con-
stitute a significant impact or less than significant impact. 
These are the significance criteria introduced in Section 
2.3, Regulatory Framework and discussed in more detail in 
Section 5.2, Guidelines for Determining Significance. They 
have been applied to the viewing locations shown in the sim-
ulations (Figures 8 - 11) as well as the overlay models shown 
on the candidate key views.

I-15 Northbound Lanes

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

Yes. The northbound lanes of the I-15 corridor near the al-
ternative site carry approximately 120,000 vehicles per 
day.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

Yes. The alternative would fill an existing canyon and create 
a man-made surface that would contrast highly with other 
nearby undisturbed landforms.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

Yes. The alternative introduces man-made slopes, angles, 
and textures to an otherwise intact and cohesive landscape 
unit of undisturbed hillsides and canyons. This landscape 
unit has a high visual quality as well as a high sensitivity 
to change.

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

Yes. The alternative will remove all existing vegetation and 
rock outcroppings, replace them with the landfill forms, 
which will visually obscure some of the remaining visual re-
sources near the site.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

Yes. The alternative will block an existing view corridor that 
is oriented to seeing into the Merriam Mountains. It will 
also change the view scene of the mountains themselves 
by introducing a new land mass into an existing view scene 
that contrasts with form, color, texture, scale, hue, value 
and context.

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Yes. See discussion from previous section on Community 
Goals and Policies.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have 
a significant impact to views from I-15 northbound lanes.

I-15 Southbound Lanes

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

Yes. The southbound lanes of the I-15 corridor near the 
alternative site carry approximately 119,000 vehicles per 
day.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

Yes. The alternative would fill an existing canyon and create 
a man-made surface that would contrast highly with other 
nearby undisturbed landforms.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

Yes. The alternative introduces man-made slopes, angles, 
and textures to an otherwise intact and cohesive landscape 
unit of undisturbed hillsides and canyons. The presence 
of ancillary landfill facilities (yet to be determined) would 
further increase the contrast with the existing undisturbed 
landscape. This landscape unit has a high visual quality as 
well as a high sensitivity to change.

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

Yes. The alternative will remove all existing vegetation and 
rock outcroppings, replace them with the landfill forms, 
which will visually obscure some of the remaining visual re-
sources near the site.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

Yes. The alternative will block an existing view corridor that 
is oriented into the Merriam Mountains. It will also change 
the view scene of the mountains themselves by introducing 
a new land mass into an existing view scene that contrasts 
with form, color, texture, scale, hue, value, and context.
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6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Yes. See discussion from previous section on Community 
Goals and Policies.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have 
a significant impact to views from I-15 southbound lanes.

Mesa East of Alternative

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

No. Traffic count data is not available for Meadow Mesa 
Drive, but there are eight houses that use this section of 
Meadow Mesa Drive for access to Mountain Meadow Road. 
Assuming an average household of four people, viewers 
would total approximately 32.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

Yes. The alternative would fill an existing canyon and create 
a man-made surface that would contrast highly with other 
nearby undisturbed landforms.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

Yes. The alternative introduces man-made slopes, angles, 
and textures to an otherwise intact and cohesive landscape 
unit of undisturbed hillsides and canyons.

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

Yes. The alternative will remove all existing vegetation and 
rock outcroppings and replace them with the landfill forms.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

Yes. The alternative will block existing views into the 
Merriam Mountains and change the view scene of the 
mountains themselves by introducing a new land mass into 
an existing view scene.

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Yes. See discussion from previous section on Community 
Goals and Policies.

Because the number of potential viewers at this location is 
low, and because the landfill does not obscure the ridgeline 
of the existing peaks, the alternative will have a less than 
significant impact to views from the mesa east of the site.

Lawrence Welk Drive

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

Likely. Traffic count data is not available for the segment 
of Lawrence Welk Drive shown in the simulation, but with 
the high intensity of uses within the Lawrence Welk Resort, 
viewers are likely to average 1,000 or more per day.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

Yes. The alternative would fill an existing canyon and create 
a man-made surface that would contrast with other nearby 
undisturbed landforms. The location of the landfill in the 
background of the view scene, however, decreases the ad-
versity of the change.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

Yes. The alternative introduces man-made slopes, angles, 
and textures to an otherwise intact and cohesive landscape 
unit of undisturbed hillsides and canyons. Because this 
landscape unit is in the background, and other high qual-
ity visual elements provide context in the foreground, the 
impact is lessened.

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

Yes. The alternative will remove all existing vegetation and 
rock outcroppings and replace them with the landfill forms, 
which will visually obscure some of the remaining visual re-
sources near the site.
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5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

Yes. The alternative will block existing views into the 
Merriam Mountains and change the view scene of the 
mountains themselves by introducing a new land mass into 
an existing view scene.

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Yes. See discussion from previous section on Community 
Goals and Policies.

Although the alternative is in the background of the view-
ing scene and other visual elements distract the viewer from 
the disruption caused by the landfill, the high number of 
viewer, and their sensitivity to changes in the view scene, 
the alternative will have a significant impact to views from 
Lawrence Welk Drive.

5.9 Cumulative Impact Analysis
There are no known projects in the area that would create a 
cumulative impact in association with the Merriam Mountain 
alternative. 

5.10 Summary of Alternative Visual 
Impacts Significance

The Merriam Mountain Landfill alternative will have a signifi-
cant impact on the visual quality of the alternative and its sur-
roundings. Impacts include:

•	 Landform quality impacts will be significant since the 
topography of the alternative is not compatible with the 
existing topography/landforms that define the character 
of the Merriam Mountain ridgeline.

•	 Visual quality impacts will be significant since they will 
remove visually prominent visual resources that are con-
sidered to be of a high quality and are major determi-
nants in setting the existing visual quality of the area. The 
alternative’s visually prominent elements will introduce 
man-made geometry into a relatively unaltered hillside/
mountain setting and will contrast with the color and 
texture of native plant communities that dominate the 
alternative site surroundings.

•	 View quality impacts will be significant since the 
landfill interrupts the viewing corridor of a regionally 
significant viewing scene (Merriam Mountain). This in-
terruption is perceivable due to the landform blocking 
important views to the upper ridgelines and landforms 
of Merriam Ridge.

•	 Community Plans and Policies impacts will also be 
significant since a broad variety of goals, guidelines, ordi-
nances, and policies will not be met with the alternative. 

6.0 Visual Mitigations
The simulations for the four key views assumed a standard 
amount of revegetation efforts for all phases of the landfill. 
This revegetation effort would be required as a part of slope 
stabilization and erosion control. Hydroseeding of temporary 
slopes was also considered mandatory to reduce dust, pre-
vent erosion, and reduce the amount of visual contrast of the 
landfill. Additional mitigations will be required for visual im-
pacts and can take a variety of forms. The following sections 
describe a palette of potential mitigations and where/how 
these mitigations should be applied.

6.1 Potential Mitigations
Recommended Visual Mitigation Measures (VMM) beyond 
the minimum slope stabilization include the following:

1. Landscape Screening (VMM 1). This screening could 
occur at strategic locations along the perimeter of the 
site. Existing mature trees could be transplanted (up to 
6-12’ transplanted box size) or replaced with large trees 
(24” -36” box).  If not replacing existing impacted trees, 
then  new trees (mixture of seedling, 15 gallon, 24” box 
and 36” box) could be newly planted in key locations to 
block views of the landfill. 

2. Landform Screening (VMM 2). Given the large scale and 
inescapable mass of the landfill, this technique could 
be used to block views of portions of the landfill from 
strategic locations, on or off the site. Without control of 
adjacent sites, however, off-site mitigation would be dif-
ficult to implement. On-site, landform screening placed 
at the perimeter of the site may be able to block some of 
the views of the landfill. This mitigation should be done in 
conjunction with landscape screening.

3. Landform Grading (VMM 3). The form of the landfill 
mass could be contoured to help blend in with the natu-
ral topography found in the immediate area. The landfill 
face, in particular, could be made to incorporate gentle 
grading and curvilinear shapes to mimic the surround-
ing hillsides. The highest elevations of the landfill, usu-
ally finished as a flat “mesa,” could be mounded to avoid 
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introducing straight lines and flat landforms. Likewise, 
the slope and run of the face of the landfill could be 
altered to avoid creation of an undifferentiated pyra-
mid-like wall. Benching notches could be backfilled up 
against the base of the slope to round out the obvious 
bench notches that show up when silhouetted against 
the sky. Tight right angle corners and straight line 
benches (as seen from above) should also be avoided 
and replaced with more curvilinear forms.  It is recog-
nized that these additional landforms are above and 
beyond the minimum cover and capping requirements. 
The surcharge of this landform weight and volume 
would also need to be taken into account.

4. Rock Outcrop Replacement (VMM 4). Since a large 
amount of rock outcrops occur throughout the area, 
and since these materials will need to be removed 
from the landfill footprint, they should be stockpiled 
and placed in strategic locations to help blend graded 
surfaces with the dominant textures of the area. This 
would need to occur primarily around the edges of the 
landfill face and top surface. Relatively large boulders 
are needed to appear in natural arrangements. Most of 
these boulders should be located on additional clay-
capped fill with subsurface drainage to ensure no runoff 
enters into the landfill from around the rock formations. 

5. Major Tree Groupings (VMM 5). Groups of tree plantings 
could be used on the landfill mass to blend the transi-
tion between landfill and surrounding landform.  For a 
mass to be noticeable, 6-12 trees should be considered 
the minimum, depending on location.

6. Native revegetation and landscaping (VMM 6). The use 
of natives not only increases the long term survivability 
of revegetative plant material, but also increases com-
patibility with surrounding vegetation in terms of color 
and texture. All revegetation areas will need this treat-
ment. Existing vegetation species in the vicinity of the 
alternative would be used or emulated for landscape 
plantings. The plant communities found on surround-
ing hilltops, slopes, and valleys adjacent to the landfill 
would be matched. Where a tree, shrub, or groundcover 
is needed to serve a specific purpose, and native mate-
rial  is not appropriate, then non-native species will be 
allowed. It is important to make sure that the non-native 
species have naturalized to the local conditions or have 
the appearance of relating to the adjacent native spe-
cies. Appearance of color and texture are most impor-
tant for matching, followed by relative size and form. 

7. Contrast and Color Matching (VMM 7). All areas would 
be replanted in such a manner that will decease the 
amount of color contrast with surrounding areas. This 
would be accomplished through the use of native plant 
materials including grassland species and through the 
use of paint on visible buildings, structures, poles and 
fencing. Temporary revegetation of slopes will also help 
to reduce contrast, especially if the proper color and 
textures are utilized in the plant selection process.

8. Texture Matching (VMM 8). All revegetation efforts 
would attempt to match the texture of the surround-
ing areas. If the mitigation measures are taken as listed 
above, then the rocks, native plants, trees, color, and 
landforms will all produce compatible textures.

9. Engineering Structures Adjustments (VMM 9). Construct 
brow ditches with outside bench lips slightly higher 
than inside edges and use integral concrete color 
that matches a darker soil type for all gunite ditches.  
Pipelines connecting brow ditches need to blend with 
final landfill slope colors and not be allowed to stay a 
reflective tin or galvanized color. Pipe paintings should 
use a combination of colors that match the context of 
the area that the pipeline section is passing through. 
Variations in color will be necessary.

6.2 Application of Mitigations
The goal of mitigations is to reduce the severity of visual impacts 
caused by the alternative. The impacts discussed in Section 5.10, 
Summary of Alternative Visual Impact Significance, are listed in 
terms of landform quality, visual quality, view quality, and con-
formance with community goals and policies. A unique blend of 
mitigation techniques is necessary to reduce the impact of the 
alternative in terms of each of these categories. The discussion 
below details the mitigation combination for each category.

Landform Quality

The alternative’s significant impact on the landform quality of 
the viewing scene relates to the filling of an existing canyon 
with a new land mass that does not relate to the existing to-
pography in terms of variation, form and overall shape.

Landform grading (VMM 3) should add topographical undu-
lations to the top of the landfill to eliminate the flat “mesa” 
look to the alternative. Because the standard surface of land-
fill cover is four to six feet thick, manipulation of this face 
will require additional fill material. The creation of ridges or 
swales may concentrate the flow of water and could cause 
erosion of the buried fill materials, so additional surface lined 
swales or sub-surface drainage may be needed. This mound-
ing of the landform would decrease the visual impact from all 
viewing locations, though, from both below and above the 
landfill. 
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While this mounding would more closely relate to some of 
the landforms surrounding the site, it would not mitigate the 
high visibility and bulk of the landfill. Therefore, the enor-
mous mass of the landfill and its overall contrast with the 
landforms of the adjacent area preclude this impact from 
being reduced to less than significant.  

Visual Quality

The alternative’s significant impact on the visual quality of 
the viewing scene relates to the removal of distinctive ele-
ments such as rock outcrops, the obstruction of ridgelines, 
and the replacement of native, undisturbed plant material 
with erosion prevention minimal revegetation that tends to 
be mono-type in form, color and texture. New elements such 
as drainage channels and piping also add to the contrast with 
the natural setting. 

Major tree groupings (VMM 5) as well as native revegetation 
and rock outcrop replacement (VMM 4) would be necessary 
along the edges of the landfill. A transitional blending of the 
flat landfill face should be undertaken along the bottom and 
perimeter edges where it meets the existing terrain (VMM 
3). Large boulders and trees should be placed to resemble 
natural drainage channels. Special accommodations will be 
required for trees set along the edge of the landfill, as roots 
could penetrate the landfill containment soil layer and allow 
water into the fill, speeding decomposition. 

Based on drainage and settlement problems, the elements of 
trees and boulders are not recommended for inclusion in the 
middle of the landfill. Permanent slopes will need to be sta-
bilized with native grasses and other shallow rooted plants 
representative of the Inland Sage Scrub plant community 
(VMM 6). In some cases, there may be changes and/or transi-
tion to these slopes based up on the phasing of the landfill 
development. In these areas, more temporary erosion control 
techniques will be utilized. Drainage and methane extraction 
structures and pipes should be painted (VMM 8) or be made 
of materials that fit into the local color environment (VMM 7) 
that match adjacent textures (VMM 8). On the active face of 
the landfill, temporary revegetation will be required (VMM 
6). Any interim slope that is anticipated to remain beyond 
one full year will need to receive revegetation through at 
least hydroseeding. The permanent slopes and all areas of the 
landfill that are considered to be visually prominent would 
need to be permanently revegetated as soon as practical, 
with a combination of plant materials including hydroseed-
ing, seedlings, and containerized plants.

The plantings will be irrigated by a temporary above ground 
spray irrigation system. All supplemental irrigation will be re-
moved once the planting has completely covered the landfill 
face and is established (generally 3-5 years from installation).

Once closure of the landfill is achieved and final cover is com-
pleted, a vegetative surface cover utilizing native plant spe-
cies shall be established. The species must exhibit rapid ger-
mination and be self-sowing. The cover should be comprised 
of low volume fire retardant species with low maintenance 
requirements. The following are erosion control and reveg-
etation techniques which will be implemented:

•	 Application of non-living mulching materials;

•	 Application of living mulching materials such as mycor-
rhizal soil components;

•	 Installation of geotextile netting and/or grids;

•	 Chemical soil stabilization;

•	 Temporary vegetative nurse crop establishment;

•	 Surface soil scarification;

•	 Slope grading and terracing techniques;

•	 Drainage collection techniques;

•	 Permanent irrigated refined seed mix plantings;

•	 Temporary non-irrigated nurse crop plantings; and/or

•	 Transitional temporarily irrigated native seed mix 
plantings.

With these mitigations, the differentiation of the landfill and 
the surrounding context would be reduced. Further, by us-
ing natural materials/textures to blend undisturbed slopes 
with the landfill surfaces, the prominence of the landfill mass 
would be decreased. While the landfill would still be notice-
able and recognizable, enactment of these mitigations 
would reduce the visual quality impact to below a level 
of significance. If all mitigations are not done, then the 
impact to visual quality would remain above a level of 
significance.

View Quality

The alternative’s significant impact on the visual quality of 
the view results from the filling of the existing view corridor 
into the Merriam Mountains, which blocks views to the ridge-
line from some viewing locations. This impact is considered 
significant since it not only blocks the view corridor but also 
changes the quality of the viewing scene.
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The only way to decrease the amount of view blockage cre-
ated by the landfill would be to substantially reduce the mass 
of the landfill, which is not feasible. In addition, while the rec-
ommendation under visual quality mitigations to vary the 
topography of the landfill ridgeline would decrease visual 
quality impacts, it would also add to the mass of the landfill 
and create minor additional view blockages. Therefore, the 
limited level of acceptable landform alteration dictated by 
the need to meet the program requirements of the landfill, as 
well as the mitigation requirements of visual quality impacts, 
would not reduce the impact to a level below significance.

Community Plans and Policies

The alternative’s visual changes contrast highly with the goals 
established by the community plans and policies, particularly 
with respect to:

•	 Removal of existing visual resources, including 
vegetation;

•	 Introduction of inharmonious elements into a natural 
viewing scene;

•	 Extensive grading/alteration of existing topography;

•	 Existing/natural drainage systems will be replaced with 
engineered drainage systems; and

•	 The alternative does not provide dedicated open space 
on the site, nor public access to the site.

Mitigations previously discussed in terms of lessening land-
form and visual quality impacts apply to several of the com-
munity goals above, while others remain unaddressed. The 
replacement of natural drainage features and lack of pub-
lic open space will not be able to be accommodated given 
standard landfill construction and maintenance practices.  In 
terms of the goals established by community plans and 
policies, the visual quality impacts could be mitigated to 
below a level of significance. The view quality and land-
form quality impacts, however, remain significant and 
would create a significant impact to community goals 
and policies.

6.3 Conclusion
The Merriam Mountain Landfill alternative will be partially 
mitigable and mitigations will reduce the severity of the 
impacts to the visual environment. Mitigations to the visual 
quality of the site will be most effective, followed by mitiga-
tions to landform quality. However, the landform impacts 
will remain significant after mitigations. The view quality im-
pacts, as well as impacts to some community goals, are un-
mitigable. The result is an alternative which is highly visible 
to a great number of viewers with a relatively high sensitivity 
to changes in the visual environment.  While the mitigations 
will reduce the visual prominence of the alternative, it will 
still result in a loss of existing visual access to the ridgelines, 
change the visual scene negatively, and result in the removal 
of important visual resources of the area.   
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1.0 Introduction
The East Otay Mesa alternative to the Gregory Canyon 
Landfill is located in south San Diego county, approximately 
two miles east of the Otay Mesa border crossing to Mexico. 
The site is situated in the foothills of the Otay Mountains and 
is surrounded by undeveloped land on all sides (see Figure 1: 
Vicinity Map and Site Boundaries). 

1.1 Purpose of the Visual Resources 
Report

The East Otay Mesa Visual Impact Assessment Technical 
Report assesses the potential visual impacts of the construc-
tion of a landfill at the East Otay Mesa alternative site. 

1.2 Key Issues
The following analysis determines that the East Otay Mesa 
alternative will not create significant impacts, assuming stan-
dard revegetation is completed as part of the basic project.

1.3 Principal Key Views to be Covered
The land surrounding the site of the East Otay Mesa alterna-
tive is primarily vacant/undeveloped land and agricultural 
land. The regional thoroughfares of State Route (SR) 125 and 
SR 905 pass within the vicinity of the site, and the Otay Mesa 
border crossing with Mexico is approximately two miles to 
the southwest. 

The site of the alternative is on the south-facing foothills of 
the Otay Mountains. The site is most visible from the south 
(primarily from Mexico), but is also visible from some areas to 
the west and southwest. Access to viewing locations to the 
north, east, and south of the site is restricted. Of the acces-
sible viewing locations, the most significant public viewing 
locations are public roadways. This study primarily analyzes 
visual impacts from public viewing locations; private viewing 
locations are considered secondarily.

The key views analyzed include:

•	 SR 125/Otay Mesa Road (with key views from west of the 
site)

•	 Otay Mesa Road at Alta Road (with key views from west 
of the site)

•	 Alta Road (with key views from north of the site)

•	 Airway Road (with key views from southwest of the site)

•	 Siempre Viva Road at Enrico Fermi Drive (with key views 
from southwest of the site)

•	 Siempre Viva Road at Melksee Street (with key views 
from southwest of the site)

•	 Otay Lake County Park (with key views from northwest 
of the site)
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Figure 1: Vicinity Map and Site Boundaries
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2.0 Alternative Description and 
Regulatory Framework

The following sections provide an overview of the alternative 
and the land use/development regulations governing the al-
ternative site and its surroundings.

2.1 Alternative Description
The East Otay Mesa alternative would be classified as a Class III 
sanitary landfill. The conceptual site boundary covers approx-
imately 450 acres, although the final footprint of the landfill 
is expected to be less than 146 acres. While a fully developed 
alternative would include site plans detailing access roads, 
ancillary facilities, and various utility-related structures, this 
visual impact analysis is based on conceptual plan informa-
tion only. This site is being reviewed for comparison purposes 
with Gregory Canyon and is not currently being pursued by a 
project applicant. The conceptual plans referenced in this re-
port include basic details such as maximum fill contours and 
potential zones for stockpiles and ancillary facilities.

It is expected that than an average of 3,200 tons per day (tpd), 
or one million tons annually, will be deposited at the land-
fill over its life. Accounting for the volume occupied by the 
containment system, daily, intermediate, and final covers, the 
estimated site life is approximately 25 years. The finished el-
evation of the landfill is expected to be 1,010 feet Mean Sea 
Level (MSL).

The analysis includes two estimates of an interim condition. 
The viewshed analysis provides two scenarios, one with the 
landfill form and an interim borrow/stockpile location (based 
on estimated maximum height during activity) and one final 
landfill form without the borrow/stockpile. Additionally, one 
of the simulation models shown later in this study displays an 
estimated 50% full landfill form compared to a 100% landfill 
form.

2.2 Land Use Designations and Zoning
The visual character surrounding a site is primarily influenced 
by adjacent land uses. Existing land uses establish the current 
visual environment, while planned land uses and zoning pro-
vide clues as to the nature of the future visual environment.

2.2.1 Existing Land Use
The East Otay Mesa alternative site is currently vacant/unde-
veloped land. Several dirt roadways traverse the site, but oth-
erwise, the site generally remains in its natural state.  

The area surrounding the site is also largely undeveloped. The 
closest developed parcels are light industry, approximately 
two miles to the west. According to San Diego Association 
of Governments (SANDAG) data from 2009, other land uses 
near the alternative site include: extensive agriculture, open 
space parks, institutions, commercial/office, and vacant/
undeveloped.

2.2.2 Proposed Land Use
A general plan provides a vision for community growth for 
20-30 years. This document establishes common goals and 
policies that guide the more specific development guidelines 
and regulations contained in documents like the zoning or-
dinance. San Diego County adopted an update of its General 
Plan in August 2011. The land uses proposed by the 2011 San 
Diego County General Plan for the vicinity of the site include:

•	 Open Space (Conservation)
•	 Public Agency Lands
•	 Public/Semi-Public Facilities (Correctional Facilities)
•	 Public/Semi-Public Facilities (Solid Waste Facility)
•	 Rural Lands (RL-40)
•	 Specific Plan Area (SPA)

Below is a brief discussion of the differences between the 
existing and proposed land uses near the alternative site. 
Please note, the General Plan designations are applied to ar-
eas larger than the existing land use designations mentioned 
in Section 2.2.1. As such, proposed land use categories that 
are in keeping with the character of exiting land use descrip-
tions are not considered to represent a change of land use.

Differences in existing and proposed land uses include:

•	 The existing land use and proposed land use are largely 
consistent, although the proposed land use specifies 
Rural Lands (RL-40) for the undeveloped area immediate-
ly to the east and north of the East Otay alternative site. 
While both are low-intensity land uses, the Rural Lands 
designation would limit development on currently unde-
veloped land.
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2.2.3 Zoning
Zoning within San Diego County has various mechanisms 
for controlling land use and development standards. Zones 
are commonly named or referred to by their Use Designation 
(A70, RR, S88, etc.). The standards for land use within these 
designations are shared, while the standards for develop-
ment depend on a number of different factors. Detailed dis-
cussion of the zoning regulations affecting the visual aspects 
of the East Otay Mesa alternative site is included in Section 
2.3.2.3. Below is a discussion of significant differences be-
tween the existing zoning and proposed land use discussed 
in the previous section:

•	 Both the existing zoning and proposed land use indicate 
a land use of landfill/solid waste facility for the alternative 
site. Zoning categories for the vicinity of the alternative 
are also similar, with a large portion being classified as an 
S90 “Holding Area,” which provides flexibility for future 
zoning classification. The S90 “Holding Area” currently 
includes portions of General Plan zones Open Space/
Conservation, Rural Lands (RL-40), and Public Agency 
Lands. Zoning is expected to be conformed to the 2011 
General Plan land use designations in the coming years.

2.3 Regulatory Framework
The East Otay Mesa alternative is within the jurisdictional 
control of the County of San Diego. A variety of plans and 
policies were reviewed in order to determine conformance 
with visual goals and policies.

2.3.1 Visual Resource Guidance
The County of San Diego provides guidelines for determining 
significance in relation to visual resource impacts. The guide-
lines address impacts related to landform quality, visual qual-
ity, view quality, and community plans and policies.

2.3.2 General Plan
Land Use Element

Goal LU-2: Maintenance of the County’s Rural Character

Policy LU 2.8: Mitigation of Development Impacts. Require 
measures that minimize significant impacts to surrounding 
areas from uses or operations that cause excessive noise, vi-
brations, dust, odor, aesthetic impairment and/or are detri-
mental to human health and safety.

Goal LU-12: Infrastructure and Services Supporting 
Development

Policy LU 12.4: Planning for Compatibility. Plan and site infra-
structure for public utilities and public facilities in a manner 
compatible with community character, minimize visual and 
environmental impacts, and whenever feasible, locate any fa-
cilities and supporting infrastructure outside preserve areas.

Conservation and Open Space Element

Goal COS-11: Preservation of Scenic Resources

Policy COS 11.1: Protection of Scenic Resources. Require 
the protection of scenic highways, corridors, regionally sig-
nificant scenic vistas, and natural features, including promi-
nent ridgelines, dominant landforms, reservoirs, and scenic 
landscapes.

Policy COS 11.3: Development Siting and Design. Requirement 
development within visually sensitive areas to minimize visu-
al impacts and to preserve unique or special visual features, 
particularly in rural areas, through the following:

•	 Creative site planning
•	 Integration of natural features into the project
•	 Appropriate scale, materials, and design to complement 

the surrounding natural landscape
•	 Minimal disturbance of topography
•	 Clustering of development so as to preserve a balance 

of open space vistas, natural features, and community 
character

•	 Creation of contiguous open space networks

Goal COS-12: Preservation of Ridgelines and Hillsides

Policy 12.1: Hillside and Ridgeline Development Density. 
Protect undeveloped ridgelines and steep hillsides by main-
taining semi-rural or rural designations on these areas.

Policy 12.2: Development Location on Ridges. Require devel-
opment to preserve the physical features by being located 
down and away from ridgelines so that structures are not sil-
houetted against the sky.
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2.3.3 Otay Subregional Plan
The Otay Subregional Plan supplements all existing Elements 
of the San Diego County General Plan with specific emphasis 
on the planning needs of the Otay Subregion.

A. Land Use Policies

4. Discourage polluting industries; The County will discour-
age industries that display pollution or other nuisance 
characteristics from locations near the Mexican border.

D. Conservation Policies

1.  Protect Resource Conservation Areas

Resource Conservation Areas

The Resource Conservation Area (RCA) designation is applied 
to protect sensitive biological, archaeological, aesthetic, min-
eral, and water resources. Projects requiring environmen-
tal analysis under the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA) that occur within RCAs should be carefully analyzed 
to assess their impact on the RCA.

The Otay Mountains are designated as resource conservation 
area #118.

2.3.4 Zoning Ordinance
Portions of the County Zoning Ordinance that affect the alter-
native site include:

Special Purpose Regulations: Solid Waste Facility 
(SWF)

On June 6, 2010, the voters adopted County of San Diego 
Proposition A, an initiative that applied the SWF zoning clas-
sification to the East Otay Mesa site and described a new 
recycling collection center and class III solid waste landfill. 
The SWF zoning classification allows the development of the 
landfill and recycling center without the need for any permits 
from the County of San Diego except a Grading Permit and 
Building Permit.

2.3.5 Resource Protection Ordinance (2007)
In order to protect and preserve the unique topography, 
ecosystems, and natural characteristics of San Diego County, 
the Board of Supervisors created the Resource Protection 
Ordinance. This ordinance creates special controls on devel-
opment impacting the County’s wetlands, floodplains, steep 
slopes, sensitive biological habitats, and prehistoric and his-
toric sites.

The County requires a Resource Protection Study be conduct-
ed as a part of certain discretionary permitting processes. If 
the Resource Protection Study identifies the presence of sen-
sitive resources, one or more of the following actions may be 
required as a condition of approval:

•	 Apply open space easements to portions of the project 
site that contain sensitive lands;

•	 Rezone the entire project site through the application of 
a special area designator for sensitive lands; or

•	 Other actions as determined by the decision-making 
body.

2.3.6 County of San Diego Board of 
Supervisors Hillside Development 
Policy (I-73)

It is the policy of the County that the development of build-
ing sites in hillside areas be planned and constructed in such 
a manner as to preserve, enhance, or improve the physical 
features of the area consistent with providing building sites 
while at the same time optimizing the aesthetic quality of 
the final product. Physical site resources may include: exist-
ing natural terrain; established vegetation; visually significant 
geologic displays; and portions of a site that have significant 
on-site vista points.
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3.0 Visual Environment
Understanding the visual environment of the alternative site 
and its surroundings is critically important for assessing vi-
sual changes resulting from the alternative. The following 
sections discuss the setting of the alternative, describe exist-
ing landscape character units, and analyze site visibility from 
within the region.

3.1 Setting
The East Otay Mesa alternative site is located in southern San 
Diego County, east of the southern portion of the City of San 
Diego and just north of the international border with Mexico. 
The site itself is characterized by undeveloped hillsides and is 
surrounded by undeveloped/agricultural land and industrial/
business parks located near the Otay Mesa border crossing.

3.2 Landscape Units
In order to better understand the visual context of the area 
surrounding the East Otay Mesa alternative, visual landscape 
units have been delineated. These landscape units possess 
consistent visual elements that produce a unique experience 
for the viewer. Landscape units can vary greatly in size, but 
even in very large landscape units, the visual environment 
should exhibit consistent visual character. The following is a 
discussion of the landscape units in the vicinity of the site. 
Figure 2 shows the geographic limits of the landscape char-
acter units and is supplemented by photos of typical condi-
tions within each unit.

Commercial Services
The commercial services landscape unit includes retail and 
food service establishments that serve individuals either 
working in or traveling through the United States/Mexico 
border area. The buildings can range in architectural styling, 
but are consistently of a small to moderate scale, either as 
stand-alone structures or part of a strip-mall configuration. 

The commercial services landscape unit has a moderate sen-
sitivity to changes in the visual environment. These types of 
development are common in urban settings, where there is 
constant change and potentially dramatic changes in char-
acter from one parcel to the next. Its highest sensitivity is to 
uses that would degrade the visual environment so far that 
patrons would choose to eat/shop elsewhere. This includes 
any uses that would be extremely cluttered, dark/menacing, 
or closed off. The commercial services landscape unit is lo-
cated near SR 905 at Siempre Viva Road.

Detention Facility
The detention facility landscape unit includes the two deten-
tion centers located to the northwest of the alternative site. 
Characteristics associated with this landscape unit include a 
lack of vegetation, profuse fencing and lighting, standardized 
building types, lack of windows, and limited parking.

Detention facilities have a low sensitivity to change in the 
visual environment. The focus of the facility is almost com-
pletely inwards and requirements for clear space/defensible 
space are contained wholly on the detention facility prop-
erty. Safety and efficiency are the detention facility’s highest 
priorities, and thus, the aesthetics of the surrounding land are 
inconsequential provided they do not interfere with the op-
eration of the facility.

Freeway
The freeway landscape unit refers to the SR 125/SR 905 cor-
ridors in the western extent of the study area. The dominant 
element in the landscape unit is the concrete surface of the 
travel lanes. The majority of the viewing corridor is domi-
nated by the lightly colored, leveled roadway. Additional 
features are asphalt emergency parking shoulders, gravel 
shoulders, and intermittent utilities/infrastructure such as 
call boxes, street lighting, roadway signage, etc. The extent 
of the freeways included in this visual analysis do not include 
freeway landscaping beyond the native/invasive species that 
have spontaneously established themselves in the median 
and shoulder zones.

The freeway landscape unit itself is not sensitive to change. 
Freeways occur in every type of environment and the minimal 
aesthetic quality of the freeway allows for integration of al-
most any element. Neither SR 125 nor SR 905 is designated as 
a scenic highway. The freeway landscape unit is to the west of 
the site and runs north/south (SR 125) and east/west (SR 905).

Industrial
The industrial landscape unit consists of areas with outdoor 
materials processing, power generation stations/switchyards, 
junkyards, etc. This landscape unit is characterized by open 
lots, perimeter fencing (typically chain link or concrete ma-
sonry), mounds/piles of materials, (ranging from asphalt/
concrete to scrap materials), exposed metal structures, and 
ancillary vehicles such as trucks, forklifts, and bulldozers.

The industrial landscape unit is not sensitive to changes in the 
visual environment. Even though the site may be organized 
for operational efficiency, visually, it may appear chaotic and 
haphazard. The buildings and equipment associated with the 
industrial landscape unit take many forms and do not adhere 
to any particular theme or style. Instances of the industrial 
landscape unit occur to the northwest and west of the site. 
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Light Industrial/Business Park
The light industrial/business park landscape unit describes 
the large-scale office/warehouse businesses that operate out 
of concrete tilt-up buildings, supporting much of the semi-
truck traffic that crosses the U.S./Mexico border at the Otay 
Mesa checkpoint. The buildings are usually one to two sto-
ries, although the structures may measure up to 40 feet in 
height. At least one side of the buildings may have individual 
or banded windows, whereas the other sides will either be 
blank walls or walls with bay doors. Large portions of the site 
are paved for semi-truck maneuvering, parking, and load-
ing/unloading. Visitor/employee parking lots feature limited 
landscaping to help screen vehicles and provide variation to 
the front facade of the buildings.

The light industrial/business park landscape unit is moderate-
ly sensitive to change. Even though the buildings within the 
landscape unit are expansive, they are also usually part of a 
larger industrial park development that possesses a common 
theme, design aesthetic, and/or landscaping motif. The detail-
ing on the structures is minimal, but provides enough charac-
ter that developments are distinguishable from one another. 

Instances of the light industrial/business park landscape unit 
occur to the west of the site along SR 905.

Mexico
Landscape units were not identified for areas south of the in-
ternational border in Mexico. While these areas were not spe-
cifically assessed, aerial imagery reveals that the area south 
of the alternative site contains a mix of compact single fam-
ily development, sporadic small-scale commercial structures, 
and large-scale warehouse/industrial buildings. Visibility of 
the landfill does occur from this location.

Otay Valley Regional Park
The Otay Valley Regional Park landscape unit is characterized 
as undeveloped hillsides and the alluvial/riparian environ-
ment of the Otay River Valley.  The park boundaries stretch 
from southern San Diego Bay on the west to the upper and 
lower Otay lakes to the north and east. The park contains ar-
eas of active recreation, passive recreation, and preservation. 

The Otay Valley Regional Park landscape unit is highly sen-
sitive to change. The landscape unit’s character is related to 
its intact natural condition and changes within or near the 
landscape unit would disrupt this intactness. Further, natu-
ral parks are created to preserve unique natural features and 
disruption of these features or their context negates the pur-
pose of the preserve. The Otay Valley Regional Park landscape 
unit is located to the northwest of the site.

Undeveloped/Agriculture
The agriculture/undeveloped landscape unit refers to large 
tracts of land that have either been cleared of native vegeta-
tion or the native vegetation has been replaced by agricul-
tural crops as an interim use before the site becomes fully de-
veloped. In either case, the character of the landscape unit is 
dominated by plant material and a lack of structures. Periodic 
oak/eucalyptus trees may also exist within the landscape unit. 
The agricultural lots take on a more orderly appearance than 
those lying fallow, but both maintain a sense of openness.

The agriculture/undeveloped landscape unit is only moder-
ately sensitive to change based on the numerous uses gener-
ally associated with a rural/agrarian landscape. The landscape 
unit is compatible with most uses provided that elements are 
not introduced that have a more urban environment such as 
closely spaced structures, widened roadways, parking areas, 
man-made lighting, and overall reduction of visual access to 
land. The agricultural/undeveloped areas border the alterna-
tive site on the south and west and separate it from the busi-
ness/industrial park areas further to the west.  

Undeveloped Hillside
The undeveloped hillside landscape character area refers to 
the natural, undisturbed slopes of the hills, mountains, and 
valleys surrounding the site. The unique visual environment 
created by these hillsides comes from the native communi-
ties and distinctive ridgelines. The hills/mountains them-
selves serve as landmarks to the surrounding lowlands and 
canyons and create a dynamic visual backdrop.

The undeveloped hillside landscape unit is highly sensitive to 
change. Changes to the topography of the hillsides disrupt 
their natural geometry and, if located high on the slope, can 
be seen from great distances. Likewise, changes in the native 
vegetative cover can expose the light soil and/or rock below, 
creating an inconsistency in texture and color. The site is sur-
rounded by undeveloped hillsides to the north and east.
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3.3 Viewshed
In establishing visual impacts of the alternative, the planning 
team conducted a viewshed analysis to determine which 
areas in the vicinity of the alternative would have a view of 
the site. Because the active use of a landfill is likely to last de-
cades, the visual assessment also discusses areas with views 
of alternative elements in its interim stages. 

3.3.1 Theoretical Viewshed Limits
A viewshed is defined as the geographical area within which 
at least some components or elements of the alternative are 
visible. The viewshed for the East Otay Mesa alternative was 
developed utilizing Digital Elevation Models (DEM). These 
DEM files consist of x, y, and z data (north south, east west and 
elevational data) representing an area 10 meters by 10 meters 
per data point. This analysis is considered a theoretical limit 
since it only takes into account the position of the viewer, the 
location of the element being viewed, and the intervening to-
pography. It does not analyze the effects of buildings, trees, 
and other structures that can severely limit the visibility of ele-
ments. It also does not take into account the effects of distance 
on the visibility of these elements. It does, however, represent 
the worst-case visibility of the alternative’s elements. In reality, 
intervening uses, structures and plant materials, as well as dis-
tance, can affect the overall significance of visual impacts. 

Viewshed analyses are limited to a distance within which 
changes in the visual environment are considered noticeable 
and visually prominent. For the purposes of the East Otay 
Mesa alternative, this distance was set at three miles from 
the site. Please note, only viewing locations within the three 
miles and within the United States were included (viewing lo-
cations in Mexico were excluded). The computer model used 
a total of 100 observation points to determine the degree of 
visibility of the site. Observation points were arranged to re-
flect two scenarios: one where the landfill is under construc-
tion, including a borrow/stockpile area and one where the 
landfill is completed with no remaining borrow/stockpile. The 
borrow/stockpile location is generalized for this analysis as a 
specific location and grading information were not available. 
Approximate maximum stockpile height was provided by 
Geosyntec.

Ancillary facilities (maintenance facilities, scales, basins, flares, 
etc.) were not modeled in either scenario because of their rela-
tively minor scale in comparison to the landfill and borrow/
stockpile elements (maximum of approximately 30 feet for an-
cillary facilities vs. hundreds of feet for the landfill and stockpile). 

3.3.2 Viewing Conditions
Viewing conditions can be determined by physical conditions 
including topography, temporary and permanent obstructions, 
lighting, and atmospheric conditions. 

Lighting can have a significant effect on views. Clouds and fog 
can also change viewing conditions by increasing or decreas-
ing contrast. Atmospheric conditions in San Diego County 
tend to be hazy a large percentage of the time. A combina-
tion of fog, mist, haze, and smog combine to decrease visibil-
ity. Often, details of visual features are not discernible when 
more than three miles away. Based on typical viewing condi-
tions in this area, objects more than two miles away gener-
ally will not be considered visually prominent. If these objects 
are large enough to be visible, they would not be prominent, 
since the distance decreases scale and contrast that is nor-
mally perceived by changes in texture, color, and pattern. 

3.3.3 Views of the Site
The viewshed analysis indicates that potions of the East Otay 
Mesa alternative are visible from locations to the east, south, 
and west (see Figure 3). Much of the area with visibility of 
the alternative, however, is currently undeveloped. Many of 
the trails associated with the Otay Mesa Regional Park do 
not have visibility of the site because they lie in canyons or 
hillsides below the level of Otay Mesa, and thus, are shielded 
from view. Of the developed areas with views to the site, most 
are characterized as business/light industrial park. Viewers in 
these areas are few and have a low to moderate sensitivity to 
change. Additionally, for the areas within the light industrial/
business park area to the southwest of the site, “real world” 
obstructions such as buildings and vegetation reduce visibil-
ity below what is indicated on the viewshed. While some view 
corridors exist that allow views to the site, visibility dimin-
ishes west of Enrico Fermi Drive and south of Airway Road. 
Although not assessed as part of the viewshed model, nu-
merous viewing locations in Mexico would likely have views 
to some, if not all, of the landfill. 

Almost no residential structures exist within the extents of the 
viewshed, excluding residences across the border in Mexico. 
Mapping data indicates that there are four residences within 
the three mile radius of the site, and only one of these has 
a view to the project (see Figure 4 and Table 1). A cursory 
analysis of the zoning that falls within the viewshed shows 
that the number of dwelling units allowed could increase 
substantially (to 5,230) if maximum densities were allowed 
on a dwelling unit/acre basis. This number, while a technical 
possibility, is extremely unlikely given the political impetus to 
preserve large portions of the Otay Mountains which current-
ly allow some residential development. Further, the densities 
assumed for the Specific Plan zone can vary, and it is likely 
that non-residential use will dominate future development in 
this zone.

The second viewshed analysis, including the anticipated bor-
row/stockpile location and elevation, reveals that the stock-
pile, by itself, does not increase visibility for those areas that 
cannot see the landfill surfaces (see Figure 5).
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Zoning Acres In 
Viewshed

Existing 
Dwelling 
Units*

Density Allowed 
in Zone (DU/
Acre)**

Dwelling Units Al-
lowed in Zone***

Potential 
Additional 
Houses

A70 - Limited Agricultural 25 0 0.25 6 6

OMDD-INDUST-SUBD - Otay Mesa 
Development District: Industrial 
Subdistrict (City of San Diego)

514 0 0 0 0

OMDD-INTL-SUBD - Otay Mesa 
Development District: International 
Center (City of San Diego)

449 0 0 0 0

S80 - Open Space Use 737 0 0 0 0

S87 - Limited Control 7,311 0 0.4 2,924 2,924

S88 - Specific Plan 3,280 1 0.05-0.66 2,165 2,164

S90 - Holding Area 2,708 0 0.05 135 135

Total 15,024 1 5,230 5,229

Table 1: Viewshed Acreage and Residential Viewer Projection

*  Dwelling unit numbers reflect SANDAG data from 2009

**  Densities can vary within each zoning use category.

*** Assumes maximum density.

4.0 Existing Visual Resources and 
Viewer Response

When determining potential impacts to the visual environ-
ment, a common vocabulary must be established to describe 
the aspect of a setting that could be altered or impacted by 
the alternative. Likewise, characteristics of potential viewers 
must be discussed and defined. The following sections pro-
vide these definitions.

4.1 Existing Visual Resources
Visual resources are defined by their character and their 
quality. The character describes the elements that make the 
resource unique in terms of appearance, while the quality 
refers to the public perception of the resource and their reac-
tion to the resource.

4.1.1 Visual Character
The character of a visual resource can be further subdivided 
into pattern element and pattern character to better describe 
the distinctive features of a resource.

4.1.1.1 Pattern Elements
Visual character is generally defined by pattern elements 
such as form, spatial position relative to the viewer, line, color, 
texture, and detail.

The landforms of the site are large scale and dominant. The 
typical angle of slope is between 15 and 20 degrees with 
slopes ranging from 10-35%. The bottom of slopes are gen-
erally concave while the tops are generally convex. A strong 
contrast between these slopes and the ground plane exists. 
The abrupt change in slope at the mesa level is very appar-
ent. The ridgelines of the nearby mountains provide the dis-
tinguishing background for views in the area.

The site is spatially positioned midway up the foothills of the 
Otay Mountains. Above the landfill site, the slopes become 
steeper and form the ridgelines/peaks of the mountains. 
Since the position of the landfill is moderately high in the 
viewing scene,  changes will be noticeable.

Line characteristics that naturally occur consist of the hill-
side slopes and ridgelines of the area. The border fence and 
transmission lines are visible from several viewing locations, 
but otherwise, few man-made elements exist in the viewing 
scene.
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The dominant color pattern of the site relates to the native 
chaparral and sage cover of the area. Even the disturbed foot-
hills of the mountains exhibit the dominant green and brown 
vegetation and rock outcrops present on the hillsides.

4.1.1.2 Pattern Character
Pattern character can be described in terms of harmony, vari-
ety, contrast, and scale. The natural elements of the hillsides 
and the valleys can be considered harmonious. Likewise, the 
nearby agricultural uses are also harmonious with each other 
and the native landscape. Non-harmonious elements include 
the urbanized elements of industry, light industry, the deten-
tion facilities, and commercial services.

The context of the East Otay Mesa alternative is largely un-
developed. As such, variety is low within the viewing scene. 
Contrast exists, but only in terms of the flat foothills and the 
moderately to steeply sloped hillsides of the Otay Mountains.

The context of the alternative site is memorable, due to the 
distinctive mountains and ridgelines. The change in verti-
cal elevation from valley floor to the ridgelines, combined 
with their undeveloped nature, greatly contribute to the 
experience. 

Visual elements within the context of the site are mostly large 
in scale; the mountains and the mesa span large areas and 
create a sense of vastness and openness. Even the Otay River 
valley to the northwest of the site is a broad riparian plain 
which extends for miles. The man-made/cultural elements 
are large in comparison to other non-industrial uses/arche-
types, but are miniscule when compared to the mountains 
and the mesa. 

4.1.2 Visual Quality
The visual quality of the area is described in terms of its vivid-
ness, intactness, and scarcity of the specific visual elements.

Each landscape unit was analyzed in terms of its physical 
and perceptual quality, assessing elements such as land-
form, vegetation, water, harmony, vividness, and scarcity (see 
Appendix A for evaluation forms). Figure 6 shows the results 
of this evaluation in terms of high, moderate, and low visual 
character of each landscape unit. The point totals for each 
landscape unit, in terms of physical and perceptual quality, 
are provided in Table 2.

The areas with the highest visual quality are generally located 
to the north and east of the alternative site. The landscape 
character units representing the areas of high visual quality 
are the Otay Valley Regional Park and the undeveloped hill-
side character units. Much of the developed areas surround-
ing the project site (including graded lots with no structures) 
exhibit a moderate visual quality, containing some elements 
that are balanced and memorable, but others that are cha-
otic and/or unremarkable. The scattered industrial sites, the 
detention centers,  and the freeway landscape character unit 
are examples of areas with low visual quality. 
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Table 2: Visual Quality Inventory Evaluation Summary

Unit Name Physical Perceptual Total Quality 
Category

Commercial Services 10 4 14 Moderate

Detention Center 5 5 10 Low

Freeway 4 3 7 Low

Industrial 4 1 5 Low

Light Industrial/Business Park 8 5 13 Moderate

Otay Valley Regional Park 17 7 24 High

Undeveloped/Agriculture 11 4 15 Moderate

Undeveloped Hillside 11 12 23 High

Figure 6: Landscape Character Unit Visual Quality
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4.2 Viewer Response Assessment
The response of viewers to a change in the viewing scene can 
be estimated by analyzing elements such as viewing distanc-
es, viewer sensitivity, and viewing duration. Table 3 displays 
theses elements as they relate to the various viewer groups 
present near the site.

The viewer group with the highest sensitivity to change is 
residents near the alternative site. Residents are most sensi-
tive because of the length of the duration of their exposure, 
their investment in property, and the value they place on the 
visual setting. Very few residences are located within three 
miles of the East Otay Mesa alternative, however, so the ef-
fect on viewers would be low.

While much of the land surrounding the East Otay Mesa al-
ternative site is undeveloped and offers uninterrupted views 
to the site, most of these viewing locations are private and 
are likely to be developed in the future. There is also a lack 
of dedicated public spaces in the area that provide viewing 
locations near the site. The most significant public viewing lo-
cations, therefore, occur along public roadways in the vicinity 
of the site. The most highly traveled roadways near the site 
include SR 125, SR 905, and Otay Mesa Road. The remaining 
roadways either have very limited views to the site because of 
surrounding development or have an extremely low number 
of viewers.

Viewer Group Viewer 
Quantity

View Distance View 
Duration

Viewer 
Sensitivity

Note

Residents Extreme-
ly Low

Background 12 -14 hours 
daily

High Residents are highly sensitive to change 
based on their investment in their homes. 
Views from their homes are private views, 
although they would also frequently travel 
public roadways in the vicinity (and within the 
viewshed) of the project.

Area Workers Moderate 
to High

Middle ground 
to background

Up to 9 hours 
daily

Moderate Workers may have intermittent views to the 
site while working and traveling to/from their 
place of employment, although their stake in 
the visual quality of the surrounding proper-
ties is limited.

Roadway 
Drivers

Moderate 
to High

Middle ground 
to background

Intermittent; 
30 second 
intervals

Low Workers/international travelers likely consti-
tute the majority of the roadway drivers in the 
area. These viewers have limited investment 
in the visual environment. View durations 
would also be brief since direction of travel is 
generally north/south, giving few opportuni-
ties to directly face the landfill.

Table 3: Viewer Group Response Analysis



June 2012

East Otay Landfill

Visual Impact Assessment Technical Report  

18

5.0 Visual Impact Assessment
The visual impacts of the alternative are determined by assess-
ing changes to existing visual resources by the alternative and 
predicting viewer response to any visual changes resulting 
from contrasts between the existing setting and the added 
project elements. Visual resource change can result from the 
loss of visual resources which contribute to the visual charac-
ter of the area and/or the introduction of visually prominent 
elements that contrast negatively with the visual quality or 
character of the area. These impacts can be to landform, the 
visual quality of its resources or the visual character of the site.

The viewer response to changes in the visual environment 
created by the alternative is determined by viewer exposure 
and viewer sensitivity to the alternative. The resulting level 
of visual impact is determined by combining the severity of 
resource change with the degree to which people are likely 
to oppose or be disturbed by the change, weighted by the 
quantity and viewing duration of the viewers.

Later sections of the report include realistic computer simula-
tions of the alternative, along with simplified photographic in-
tegration of computer models placed over top of existing visu-
al resources shown in the photographs. The following sections 
detail the terminology used to analyze these simulations, as 
well as the process followed to select the simulated key views 
from numerous candidate key view photos/locations.

5.1 Definitions of Visual Impact Levels
The definitions below will be used in the remainder of this re-
port. Normally, NEPA utilizes several levels of adversity (low, 
moderate, moderate to high, and high) and CEQA utilizes terms 
of significance and less than significant. However, to accom-
modate both levels of review and to be consistent with impact 
levels used in the 2003 Visual Impact Assessment for Gregory 
Canyon, the CEQA terms are used here to accommodate a direct 
comparison of all of the project alternatives being considered.

No Impact

Changes in the visual environment have no impact on exist-
ing visual resources. NOTE: If changes in the visual environ-
ment occur that are considered to be positive, the impact 
would also be classified as “no impact.”

Less than significant impact

Impacts below that of significance can result when the chang-
es to existing visual resources are not perceived negatively by 
viewers, the number of viewers is low, the contrast with exist-
ing resources is low, or the contrast occurs in an area with low 
visual quality/low sensitivity to visual changes. 

Significant Impact

Changes in the visual environment produce a significant im-
pact when they introduce a moderate or high level of con-
trast to the visual resource that is considered to have a high 
level of quality and intactness, and result in a viewer response 
that is moderately or highly negative. Mitigation will be re-
quired to reduce the impact to a less-than-significant level.

5.2 Guidelines for Determining 
Significance

The visual impact assessment of the East Otay Mesa alter-
native is based on impact to the following visual elements: 
visual quality, landform quality, view quality, and commu-
nity plans and policies. These significance criteria are set 
under guidance provided by the United States Army Corps 
of Engineers (USACE) as approved in the Gregory Canyon 
Landfill Study Plan.

An alternative will be considered to have a significant effect if 
it proposes any of the changes listed below. Conversely, if an 
alternative does not propose any of the following, it will not 
be considered to have a significant effect on visual resources.

Impact to Landform Quality

1. The alternative would result in a permanent adverse 
change in the natural landform character of a scenic 
area. This change must not only be noticeable to a mod-
erate to large number of viewers, but the contrast must 
dominate other adjacent landforms. 

Impact to Visual Quality

2. The alternative would clearly contrast with the existing 
visual resources of a moderate or high quality landscape 
assessment unit. This contrast must be clearly visible to 
a moderate to large number of viewers and the contrast 
must dominate the visual scene to the point where 
the character and quality of the visual resources, or the 
scene as a whole, are permanently and significantly 
degraded.

Impact to View Quality

3. The alternative would block a substantial percentage of 
an existing view corridor of a regionally or subregionally 
important view scene, or prevent the physical or visual 
access to a viewing point from which the viewing scene 
can be seen. An adverse effect would also occur if an 
alternative highly contrasts and dominates the view-
ing scene to the point where the view scene quality is 
substantially degraded.



East Otay Landfill

June 2012 19

Visual Impact Assessment Technical Report

Candidate 
Key View 
Number

Character 
Unit Taken 
From

Dominant 
Viewer 
Group

Quan-
tity of 
Viewers

View 
Duration

Distance from 
Viewer to Site

Notes Recommended 
for Simulation

1 SR 125 at 
Otay Mesa 
Road

Area 
Drivers

High Short Background Number of viewers 
is high, although 
distance decreases vis-
ibility. Representative 
of views from three 
miles away.

Yes

2 Alta Road at 
Otay Mesa 
Road

Area 
Workers, 
Drivers

Moderate Short Background Mostly unobstructed 
view to site. Roughly 
represents closest 
potential view from an 
Otay Valley Regional 
Park trailhead

Yes

3 Alta Road 
North

Area 
Workers

Low Short Middle ground Number of viewers 
is low and terrain 
reduces visibility of 
landfill

No

4 Airway Road Area 
Workers

Low Short Middle ground 
to Background

Clear view of landfill, 
although existing 
viewers are also low, 
but may increase in 
the future

Yes

5 Siempre Viva 
Road

Area 
Workers

Low Short Middle ground 
to Background

Clear view of landfill, 
although existing 
viewers are also low, 
but may increase in 
the future. View com-
parable to #4

No

6 Otay Lake Residents Low Moderate 
to Long

Background Landfill not visible 
because of terrain and 
vegetation, also more 
than three miles from 
landfill

No

Table 4: Key View Photo Summary and Simulation Recommendations

Impact to Community Plans and Policies

4. The alternative would prevent the attainment of a 
design or other aesthetic goal that is part of an adopted 
community plan or other County approved document. 
This visual character type is determined by line, form, 
color, contrast, texture, cultural features, scale and 
other elements that contribute to the character of the 
neighborhood and that are identified as important to 
the community.

In order to assess these impacts thoroughly and provide a 
basis of comparison with the Gregory Canyon visual impact 
analysis, this study utilizes the following questions to estab-
lish significance at each of the key view viewing locations:

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?
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Figure 7: Key view Photo Locations
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4. Will the alternative result in the loss of physical visual 
resources?

5. Will the alternative block and existing view corridor, 
change a regionally important view scene, or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in adopted 
policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

These questions attempt to quantify a number of viewers 
above which would represent a “moderate” quantity of view-
ers (potentially resulting in a significant impact), as well as 
provide more specificity to the ways impacts could affect 
landform quality, view quality, visual quality, and community 
plans and policies.

5.3 Key Views
Because it is not feasible to analyze all the possible views in 
which the landfill alternative would be seen, it is necessary to 
select a number of key view points that most clearly display 
the visual effects of the alternative. 
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Candidate Key View 1
Otay Mesa Road at SR 125 Looking East

Candidate Key View 4
Airway Road Looking East

Candidate Key View 3
Alta Road North Looking Southeast

Candidate Key View 5
Siempre Viva Road Looking East

Candidate Key View 6
Otay Lake County Park Looking South/Southeast

Candidate Key View 2
Otay Mesa Road at Alta Road Looking East

Landfill

Landfill
Landfill

LandfillLandfill

Landfill
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Figure 7 shows key views that represent typical views and 
viewing angles as seen by different viewer groups. These are 
referred to as “candidate key views.” Each of the candidate key 
views on the following page includes an overlay of the landfill 
massing. These are not intended to be full simulations, rather, 
graphics that help to portray the general location, scale, and 
extent of the proposed elements. Please note that the simu-
lated massing of the landfill includes a solid yellow tone for 
visible portions of the landfill and a semi-transparent yellow 
tone for portions of the landfill behind foreground objects. 
Table 4 summarizes each of these key views. The following 
pages include all of the key view photos that represent the full 
range of views of the site. Three of these key views have been re-
fined into full simulations with suggested mitigations.

5.4 Visual Simulation Review
Figures 8 through 10 represent photo realistic computer 
simulations of the landfill alternative. They were developed 
through the use of a three-dimensional computer model of 
the landform with the landfill topographical contours. This 
model was then transposed over top of a photo image of the 
site. Additional texture, color, details and shadowing were add-
ed to increase the realistic look of the simulation. Foreground 
elements are added that would normally block out parts of 
the background view. The simulations reveal that the alterna-
tive, while visible, only moderately contrasts with existing vi-
sual elements. Existing ridges effectively screen much of the 
mass of the landfill and the landfill is not built high enough 
to create a new ridgeline. The landform that is created mim-
ics the general slope, direction, and form of the area. In ad-
dition, existing viewing locations are at least a mile from the 
site, helping to reduce the prominence of the landfill through 
distance. In the interim stages, however, the light color of the 
minimally revegetated slopes makes the landfill noticeable.

Figure 8 shows the potential impacts to the viewing scene 
as seen from Otay Mesa Road at the SR 125 off ramp, ap-
proximately three miles to the west of the site. The existing 
viewing scene has three distinct elements: the roadway, the 
roadside development, and the Otay Mountains in the back-
ground. The mountains represent an element with high vi-
sual quality, while the road and industrial development have 
moderate to low visual quality. The viewing scene is moder-
ately organized, but utility poles add clutter to the viewing 
corridor. Only the northern portion of the landfill mass can be 
seen from this viewing location, the remainder is obscured by 
roadside development and utility poles. This portion of the 
landfill is flat and appears in the bottom third of the existing 
mountains. Because of the already compromised character 
of the viewing scene, and the small amount of the viewing 
scene disturbed by the landfill, the alternative creates no im-
pacts on the visual quality or character of the viewing scene 
This key view represents the view for residents, workers, and 
area drivers. The number of viewers at this location is high. 

Figure 9 shows the potential impacts to views from Otay 
Mesa Road at Alta Road, approximately one mile to the west 
of the site. The scene is characterized as mostly undeveloped, 
with several scattered trees, native/non-native grasses, and 
informal dirt roads crossing the foreground/middle ground. 
There are currently no structures within the viewing scene, al-
though this may change with future development. The natu-
ral colors and forms of the plants and Otay Mountain foothills 
dominate the scene and present a high visual quality, even 
though the intactness and organization are less than pristine. 
The simulation shows that the addition of the landfill is mod-
erately intrusive. Contrasts with the existing visual environ-
ment are greatest during the interim stages in which the soil 
is without vegetation, while even minor revegetation effec-
tively camouflages the new land mass. The top of the landfill 
is visible above some of the middle ground ridges, but the 
horizontal shape of the landfill matches the sprawling nature 
of the mountains. Several eucalyptus trees also help to break 
up to the mass of the landfill. Viewers from this location in-
clude workers and local area drivers.

Figure 10 represents the view from Airway Road, approxi-
mately one mile to the west of the site. The viewing scene 
provides a completely unobstructed view of the Otay 
Mountain foothills and the surrounding undeveloped land. 
Even though the land surrounding the mountains has been 
disturbed, its undeveloped nature provides a visual exten-
sion of a “natural” visual landscape. The expansive view em-
phasizes the horizontal character of the landscape with the 
dominant browns of the grasses in the middle ground turn-
ing to grays and dark greens in the mountains in the back-
ground. The scene is memorable, relatively intact, harmoni-
ous, and balanced. 

Figure 10 also provides a simulation of the landfill at an esti-
mated 50% volume. The simulation shows that the visibility 
and character of the landfill at half full is similar to that of the 
completed landfill, although the highest extent of the land-
fill mass is lower. The temporarily smaller mass of the landfill 
helps to reduce contrast with the intactness of the viewing 
scene, but other contrasts remain the same as with the com-
pleted landfill.

This simulation shows a view typical for workers and local 
area drivers. While the view simulated in Figure 10 is current-
ly at the eastern edge of development, additional business/
light industrial parks are planned for the area in the future. 
The viewer groups will remain the same, although the quanti-
ties of these viewers will increase. In either case, both workers 
and area drivers have a moderate sensitivity to change in the 
visual environment.
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* Simulation Notes: These simulations represent approximate 
renderings of project elements based on currently available 
information from conceptual plans. 

View looking east from 
SR 125/Otay Mesa Road
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View looking east from 
Otay Mesa Rd at Alta Rd

Figure

East Otay Key View 2
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View looking east from 
Airway Road

Figure

East Otay Key View 4
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5.5 Assessment of Visual Character and 
Visual Quality

The first step in determining visual resource change is to as-
sess the compatibility of the alternative with the visual char-
acter of the existing landscape. The following discussion 
utilizes Figures 8 through 10 to assess potential character at-
tributes of the alternative and determine impacts.

5.5.1 Assessment of Visual Character
The future visual character of the alternative, especially once 
the revegetative cover is established, is relatively compat-
ible with existing visual resources. The form and scale of the 
landfill mimic some of the existing foothills. While the landfill 
would have angled/engineered slopes that could contrast 
with gradual natural slopes, the visibility of these man-made 
slopes is limited by existing terrain and the distance from 
public viewing locations de-emphasizes landfill slope geom-
etry.  The placement of the landfill at the base and middle 
of the Otay Mountains preserves the existing characteristic 
ridgelines and peak shapes.

The color, diversity, and texture of the alternative would 
vary from the existing hillsides, although the distance from 
public viewing locations helps to visually blend the natural 
slopes and revegetated landfill surfaces. In addition, the plant 
palette of the Otay Mountain foothills surrounding the site 
contain less diversity (biologically and topographically) than 
elsewhere, allowing the landfill to mirror its character with 
standard revegetation. During construction, however, bare 
soil would introduce a greater contrast to the existing color, 
diversity, and texture of the hillsides surrounding the site.

5.5.2 Assessment of Visual Quality
The site and its surroundings currently possess a quality of 
intactness and unity. As previously mentioned, the middle 
ground of the view has been disturbed, but is characterized 
by grassy fields which complement the undisturbed hillsides 
behind. The landfill in its interim stages (with unvegetated 
slopes) disrupts the intactness and unity of the viewing 
scene, although after revegetation is completed, the mass 
would be mostly indistinguishable.

The vividness of the viewing scene relates to views of 
the regionally important Otay Mountains. While the Otay 
Mountains contain even more memorable topography and 
vegetation/rock outcroppings in other places, the portion 
surrounding the alternative site is still of a high visual qual-
ity. The location of the landfill in the foothills of the moun-
tains minimally disrupts the vividness of the viewing scene 
because no distinctive ridgelines or slopes are impacted.

5.6 Assessment of Viewer Response
As discussed in Section 4.2 Viewer Response, the viewer 
group with the highest sensitivity to change is local residents. 
These viewers are not located close to the landfill, however, 
and their numbers are extremely low. Second to residents in 
sensitivity is area workers, although their investment in the 
visual environment is limited. Opposition would be unlikely 
from this group because of the diversity of opinions and val-
ues held by individuals within this group as they relate to vi-
sual impacts.

5.7 Community Plans and Policies
The following section highlights community goals and poli-
cies listed in Section 2.3, Regulatory Framework with which 
the alternative conflicts. Any goals and policies with which 
the alternative is compatible are not relisted in this section. 

5.7.1 General Plan
Conservation and Open Space Element

Goal COS-11: Preservation of Scenic Resources

Policy COS 11.3: Development Siting and Design. Require de-
velopment within visually sensitive areas to minimize visual 
impacts and to preserve unique or special visual features, 
particularly in rural areas, through the following:

•	 Creative site planning

•	 Integration of natural features into the project

•	 Appropriate scale, materials, and design to complement 
the surrounding natural landscape

•	 Minimal disturbance of topography

•	 Clustering of development so as to preserve a balance 
of open space vistas, natural features, and community 
character

•	 Creation of contiguous open space networks

The alternative, because of its landfill function and mas-
sive scale, does not accommodate some of the site planning 
techniques listed in this policy. Site features cannot be inte-
grated except at the periphery of the landfill mass, existing 
topography cannot be minimally disturbed, landfill mass 
can only partially be clustered, and usable open space net-
works on site cannot be created.
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5.7.2 Otay Mesa Community Plan
A. Land Use Policies

4. Discourage polluting industries; The County will discour-
age industries that display pollution or other nuisance 
characteristics from locations near the Mexican border.

The alternative is sited near the international border with 
Mexico and will be visible from viewing locations in Mexico. 
The visual impact (as viewed from south of the border) may 
be considered a “nuisance characteristic.”

Resource Conservation Areas

The Resource Conservation Area (RCA) designation is applied 
to protect sensitive biological, archaeological, aesthetic, min-
eral, and water resources. Projects requiring environmen-
tal analysis under the California Environmental Quality Act 
(CEQA) that occur within RCAs should be carefully analyzed 
to assess their impact on the RCA.

The Otay Mountains are designated as resource conservation 
area #118.

It is unclear, based on Community Plan graphics, wheth-
er the alternative site falls within the Otay Mountains 
Resource Conservation Area. If it does, the overlap would 
be at the eastern/northeastern edge of the site. While the 
goal of the RCA is to design projects in a way that minimally 
impacts sensitive resources, the landfill alternative has few 
variables that can be sufficiently changed to avoid impacts, 
especially to visual resources. Conflicts with RCA goals are 
the same as those listed for COS 11.3.

5.8 Determination of Significance
Below is a discussion of the criteria/questions used to de-
termine if the visual impacts created by the alternative con-
stitute a significant impact or less than significant impact. 
These are the significance criteria discussed in Section 5.2, 
Guidelines for Determining Significance and they have been 
applied to the viewing locations simulated in Figures 8 - 10.

Otay Mesa Road at SR125

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

Yes. SANDAG data estimated the Average Daily Traffic on Otay 
Mesa Road between the City of San Diego and Alta Road at 6,400 
trips/24 hours in 2010.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

No. The portion of the landfill that is visible from this viewing loca-
tion minimally affects the natural landform.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

No. The amount of the landfill that is visible is minor and the color 
and texture of the landfill (revegetated) blends with the existing hill-
side character.

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

No. The landfill obscures only a small portion of the hillsides to the 
east of the alternative site. The portion of the hillsides that is blocked 
does not contain unique or regionally significant features.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

No. The background of the viewing scene is formed by the Otay 
Mountains and the landfill is sited in the mountains, therefore, it 
does not block any viewing corridors. Because the base of the land-
fill is screened by an existing hillside (which remains undisturbed) its 
impact on the intactness and unity of the viewing scene of the Otay 
Mountains is minor.



East Otay Landfill

June 2012 31

Visual Impact Assessment Technical Report

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Possibly, depending on the definition of a “nuisance characteristic” 
with regards to impacts on Mexico. Otherwise, community goals 
and policies are met or addressed from this viewing location.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have 
an impact, but this impact will be below a level of signifi-
cance to views from Otay Mesa Road at SR 125.

Otay Mesa Road at Alta Road

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

Yes. SANDAG data estimated the Average Daily Traffic on Otay 
Mesa Road between the City of San Diego and Alta Road at 6,400 
trips/24 hours in 2010.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

No. The portion of the revegetated landfill that is visible from this 
viewing location minimally affects the natural landform. The un-
vegetated landfill (during construction) would produce a moder-
ately adverse change to the landform.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

No. The color and texture of the revegetated landfill visually blends 
with the existing hillside character from this distance. These ele-
ments may contrast from a closer viewing location, but access 
to these locations is currently restricted and these locations lack 
viewers.

4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

No. The landfill obscures only a moderate amount of the hillsides 
to the east of the alternative site, and the site is partially screened 
by existing vegetation. Further, the portion of the hillsides that is 
blocked does not contain unique or regionally significant features.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

No. The foothills of the Otay Mountains form the middle ground in 
this view, although the only views beyond the mountains are over 
the ridgeline and to the south of the foothills. Therefore, the alter-
native does not block any view corridors. The interim stages of the 
landfill (where the slopes remain unvegetated) disrupt the intact-
ness and unity of the viewing scene, but once standard revegetation 
occurs, impacts become very minor.

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Possibly, depending on the definition of a “nuisance characteristic” 
with regards to impacts on Mexico. Otherwise, community goals 
and policies are met or addressed from this viewing location.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have 
an impact, but this impact will be below a level of signifi-
cance to views from Otay Mesa Road at Alta Road.

Airway Road

1. Is the view available to 1,000 or more viewers per day?

Unlikely. Traffic count data is not available for Airway Road (or any 
of its connecting roads), but the context of the viewing location is 
sparsely developed business/light industrial park land uses. Airway 
Road goes no further east than this viewing location, and thus, trips 
must head away from the viewing location to access other loca-
tions in the region.

2. Would the alternative result in an adverse change to the 
natural landform?

No. The portion of the revegetated landfill that is visible from this 
viewing location minimally affects the natural landform. The un-
vegetated landfill (during construction) would produce a moder-
ately adverse change to the landform.

3. Would the alternative clearly contrast with existing 
moderate or high quality landscape units that make up 
the visual quality of the area?

No. The color and texture of the landfill (revegetated) visually 
blends with the existing hillside character from this distance. These 
elements may contrast from a closer viewing location, but access 
to these locations is currently restricted and these locations lack 
viewers.
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4. Will the alternative result in the loss of visual resources?

No. The landfill obscures only a moderate amount of the hillsides 
to the east of the alternative site. Further, the portion of the hillsides 
that is blocked does not contain unique or regionally significant 
features.

5. Will the alternative block an existing view corridor, 
change a regionally significant view scene or cause the 
removal of access to viewing locations for the general 
public that would affect the overall view quality of the 
area?

No. The background of the viewing scene is formed by the Otay 
Mountains and the landfill is sited in the mountains, therefore, it 
does not block any viewing corridors. Because the base of the land-
fill is screened by an existing hillside (which remains undisturbed) its 
impact on the intactness and unity of the viewing scene of the Otay 
Mountains is minor.

6. Will the alternative prevent the attainment of adopted 
design, planning, or aesthetic goals found in ad-
opted policies that protect neighborhood/community 
character?

Possibly, depending on the definition of a “nuisance characteristic” 
with regards to impacts on Mexico. Otherwise, community goals 
and policies are met or addressed from this viewing location.

Based on the analysis represented by the above significance 
criteria, and other considerations, the alternative will have 
an impact, but this impact will be below a level of signifi-
cance to views from Airway Road.

5.9 Cumulative Impact Analysis
There are no known projects in the area that would create 
a cumulative impact in association with the East Otay Mesa 
alternative. 

5.10 Summary of Alternative Visual 
Impacts Significance

The East Otay Mesa alternative will have impacts, but these 
impacts are considered to be below a level of significance. 
The impacts include:

•	 Landform quality impacts will be less than significant 
since the topography of the alternative is compatible 
with the existing topography/landforms that define the 
character of the existing site. 

•	 Visual quality impacts will be less than significant since 
they will not remove or obscure visual resources that are 
considered to be of a high quality and are major deter-
minants in setting the existing visual quality of the area. 

•	 View quality impacts will not occur since the landfill 
does not block a viewing corridor.

•	 Community Plans and Policies impacts will be less 
than significant since only the goal regarding “nui-
sance characteristics” near the international border with 
Mexico may not be met.

6.0 Visual Mitigations
The simulations for the three key views assumed a standard 
amount of revegetation efforts for all phases of the landfill. 
This revegetation effort would be required as a part of slope 
stabilization and erosion control. Hydroseeding of tempo-
rary slopes was also considered mandatory to reduce dust, 
prevent erosion, and reduce the amount of visual contrast of 
the landfill. If these standard revegetative measures are em-
ployed, no additional mitigations would be required to en-
sure that visual impacts remain below a level of significance. 

In terms of reducing impacts of a moderate level of adversity 
(which would be considered below a level of significance but 
still requiring mitigation under NEPA), only landform grading/
footprint adjustment would be able to decrease the landfill’s 
mass to more completely blend with the existing hillsides. 
This measure, however, is impractical based on the mass and 
volume necessary to make the alternative meet its program 
level of use. Enhanced revegetation, therefore, is an accept-
able second mitigation alternative which does not complete-
ly mitigate impacts, but is able to reasonably reduce them 
more than standard revegetation which generally consists 
only of hydroseeding a mono-culture of deep rooting native 
groundcovers versus enhance revegetation that include di-
versity of species, textures and sizes of plantings. 

7.0 Conclusion
The East Otay Mesa alternative does not produce significant 
visual impacts based on existing viewing locations and view-
er groups typical of the setting. Future development may 
create new viewing locations, although planning documents 
produced by the County of San Diego reveal that growth will 
be in keeping with the existing light industrial uses and the 
extent of growth will be moderate (maintaining some dis-
tance between development and the landfill). The greatest 
potential for visual impacts would occur south of the site in 
Mexico. Although these impacts are not considered appli-
cable to the scope of  this study, the visibility of the changes 
would be much greater than from viewing locations in the 
United States and would affect the landform and visual qual-
ity of the viewing scene of the Otay Mountains. From view-
ing locations within the United States, however, the siting of 
a landfill at the East Otay Mesa alternative site would create 
only minor visual impacts that could be meaningfully miti-
gated with standard revegetation techniques.
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Introduction
The  U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), lead agency for the preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the 
proposed Gregory Canyon Landfill, has identified the proposed Sycamore Canyon Landfill Expansion as an alternative to be 
evaluated in the EIS. As such, the following discussion compares aspects of the proposed Sycamore Canyon Landfill Expansion 
to the proposed Gregory Canyon Landfill as one of its project alternatives. The basis for the following analysis is the May 2012 
Sycamore Landfill Master Development Plan Revised Environmental Impact Report (EIR). The EIR provides the background in-
formation and simulations necessary to conduct a comparable visual impact assessment, which has been reformatted to match 
NEPA standards and the Gregory Canyon analysis.

An important aspect of the Sycamore Canyon Landfill Expansion project proposal is the inclusion of measures above and be-
yond those assumed as standard landfill practices in the other landfill alternative analyses. The EIR states that the project de-
sign includes creation of irregular landform features and installation of a native plant revegetative cover (vs. standard erosion 
control hydroseed) after landfill closure. The EIR states, “Plant materials shall be chosen to create a texture similar to that of 
surrounding natural areas. Natural variations in soil and vegetation shall be used to avoid a uniform geometric appearance.” (p 
5.4-18) Because these measures are being proposed up-front as a part of the project design, the visual impacts of the alternative 
with respect to landform character and visual quality are meaningfully reduced.

The EIR includes seven photo simulations which inform and supplement the impact analysis. These simulations have been 
reviewed with respect to the alternatives for the proposed Gregory Canyon landfill, which utilized a combination of NEPA and 
CEQA guidance. This same guidance was used to provide consistency with the previous Gregory Canyon documents. Not all 
the simulations were reviewed as many of the view points demonstrate redundant aspects of the Sycamore Canyon alternative. 
This memorandum selects four of the seven simulations which demonstrate either the highest visibility or distinctive character 
attributes of the landfill and/or its setting. 

The criteria used in the selection of the four simulations includes:

•	 Number of viewers represented by view (greater number preferred over lesser)

•	 Amount of landfill mass visible in simulation (higher amount preferred over lesser)

•	 Visual quality of context/setting (higher visual quality preferred over lower)

Viewshed
The viewshed analysis provided in the EIR (Figure 5.4-4) appears to utilize the standard Digital Elevational Model (DEM) ap-
proach to determining areas with a view of project elements. Utilization of DEM is a common methodology and accounts for 
visual obstructions created by landforms, but does not include structures, roadways, or vegetation. The DEM utilized in the EIR 
appears to pre-date the landform changes associated with the construction of SR-52, which created visual blockages to the site 
from some viewing locations immediately south of the freeway. While incorporation of newer DEM data would produce a more 
accurate viewshed analysis, the use of the older data results in an output with higher visibility. This approach is more conserva-
tive, but equally valid. 
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Key Views
The EIR identified 15 key views as candidates for simulation, seven of which were selected for full simulation. Approximately 
half of the candidate key view locations were to the west, south, and east of the site in the cities of San Diego and Santee. The 
other half were to the northeast of the site on currently undeveloped land, but in locations estimated to be of importance in the 
proposed development of Fanita Ranch. All key view locations lie within the viewshed of the alternative and represent a wide 
array of viewing locations, number of viewers, and types of viewers. 

The following analysis focuses on four simulations assessing impacts from Viewpoint 1: Eastbound SR-52, Viewpoint 12: 
Northbound Mission Gorge Road, Viewpoint B: Planned Residential Area east of Sycamore Canyon School, and Viewpoint 6: 
Planned Park Site east of Sycamore Canyon High School.

The following criteria were used in the evaluation of impacts from the selected simulations:

Impact to Landform Quality
1. The alternative would result in a permanent adverse change in the natural landform character of a scenic area. This 

change must not only be noticeable to a moderate to large number of viewers, but the contrast must dominate other 
adjacent landforms. 

Impact to Visual Quality
2. The alternative would clearly contrast with the existing visual resources of a moderate or high quality landscape assess-

ment unit. This contrast must be clearly visible to a moderate to large number of viewers and the contrast must dominate 
the visual scene to the point where the character and quality of the visual resources, or the scene as a whole, are perma-
nently and significantly degraded.

Impact to View Quality
3. The alternative would block a substantial percentage of an existing view corridor of a regionally or subregionally impor-

tant view scene, or prevent the physical or visual access to a viewing point from which the viewing scene can be seen. An 
adverse effect would also occur if an alternative highly contrasts and dominates the viewing scene to the point where the 
view scene quality is substantially degraded.

Impact to Community Plans and Policies
4. The alternative would prevent the attainment of a design or other aesthetic goal that is part of an adopted community 

plan or other County approved document. This visual character type is determined by line, form, color, contrast, texture, 
cultural features, scale and other elements that contribute to the character of the neighborhood and that are identified as 
important to the community.
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Viewpoint 1: Eastbound SR-52
Figure 5.4-17 of the Revised EIR represents a viewing location from Eastbound SR-52, with the alternative site to the left side 
of the field of view (north of the freeway). This viewing location is populated by a large number of viewers (estimated at about 
63,000/day based on 2010 CALTRANS traffic count data). 

Impact to Landform Quality
1. The simulation reveals that while the landfill is visible from this viewing location, the majority of the new landform would 

be screened from view by interceding ridges. In addition, the form of the landfill would be similar to the other landforms 
in the viewing scene; existing hills are gently sloped with rounded hilltops, creating more of a horizontal character than 
vertical. The forms of the landfill, especially as seen from this distance, visually blend with these forms. The simulation does 
not provide a photo-realistic rendering of the landfill prior to “several years after closure,” however. In its interim phases, 
the impacts to landform quality could be significant, although interim impacts related to landform cannot be verified 
because the simulation does not provide information on interim levels of excavation/fill. On a long-term basis, the impact 
to landform quality would be less than significant provided landform grading and revegetation of landfill slopes occurs 
as depicted in the simulation.

Impact to Visual Quality
2. The visual quality of the viewing scene is determined by the natural landforms of the hills adjacent to the freeway right-of-

way. While these hills do not exhibit the vertical variation and surface feature complexity (rock outcropping, plant material, 
etc.) of the other more notable landforms in the region, they nonetheless possess a moderate visual quality that is sensi-
tive to change. Although the simulation does not depict the landfill during the years of operation, the engineered landfill 
slopes (benching), access ramps, drainage infrastructure, and bare earth texture/color likely to occur would highly contrast 
with the visual quality of the existing hillsides, creating a significant impact.

Impact to View Quality
3. The important viewing corridors within the viewing scene from Viewpoint 1 are to the east and southeast. Existing hillsides 

bordering SR-52 prevent distant views to the north. The location of the landfill within these hills to the north of the free-
way ensures that it does not block an existing view corridor. Even though the finished elevation of the landfill rises slightly 
above the existing hilltops, there is no distant view to obscure. There is no impact to view quality.

Impact to Community Plans and Policies
4. Based on the community plans and policies listed in the EIR, potential impacts relate to two plans/policies:

•	 State of California, California Scenic Highway Program. SR-52 has been identified as “eligible for designation as a State 
Scenic Highway.” Because the route has not yet been designated, the project cannot violate regulations related to scenic 
designation. The landfill could, however, prevent or make more difficult the designation of the corridor as scenic.

•	 City of Santee General Plan, Conservation Element, Policy 10.2: “Encourage preservation of significant natural features, such 
as watercourses, ridgelines, steep canyons, and major rock outcroppings.” While the character of the existing viewing scene 
is not significantly changed, the landfill creates a ridgeline that replaces an existing one. In this sense, the existing ridgeline 
is not preserved.

Although the landfill creates impacts to community plans and policies, the level of impact remains below a level of significance.

Viewpoint 1 Impact Summary
Impacts from the alternative, as seen from Viewpoint 1, are mixed.  Impacts are likely to occur in terms of landform quality and 
visual quality. These impacts are balanced with the lack of impacts to view quality and less than significant impacts to commu-
nity plans and policies. The implementation of landform grading and revegetation as indicated in the visual simulations would 
help to reduce impacts after landfill closeout, although the simulations do not account for the numerous years of active landfill 
operation. Overall, given the number of viewers at this viewing location, the visibility of the upper portions of the landfill, and 
the length of time the landfill will be active, the impact would be significant. After closeout and the execution of landform grad-
ing and revegetation, these impacts could be reduced to less than significant.
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Viewpoint 12: Northbound Mission Gorge Road
Figure 5.4-18 of the Revised EIR represents a viewing location from northbound Mission Gorge Road with the alternative site to the left side of the 
field of view. SANDAG data for this portion of Mission Gorge Road shows an ADT of 11,100 trips, although this number is for both northbound and 
southbound lanes; only the northbound lanes have this view. 

Impact to Landform Quality
1. The viewing scene is characterized by distinctive landforms both in the foreground and the background of the viewing scene. The most dynamic, 

because of topographical variation and close proximity to the viewer, are the hillsides along Mission Gorge road. The hills in the background are 
gently sloped and their prominence is reduced by distance from the viewer. The land in the middle ground gently slopes away from the viewer as it 
merges with the San Diego River valley. The simulation reveals that the form of the landfill would be highly visible and would create a new ridgeline. 
The distance to the landfill helps to mitigate its bulk and scale, but even at this distance the change is very noticeable. The landform would be sil-
houetted against the sky, thereby increasing its visibility and prominence. While interim simulations were not provided, it is reasonable to assume 
that interim impacts would be significant for areas that have not been reclaimed, revegetated or re-contoured with landform grading. The 
contouring measures included as a part of the landfill close-out, however, would help to blend the landform into its setting, and with the aid of dis-
tance, should relate to other parts of the viewing scene. Therefore, the impact to landform quality would be less than significant in the long-term. 

NOTE: The finished landfill height shown in Figure 5.4-18 appears to be higher than the height depicted in the other simulations. This simulation 
may be either over-stating the prominence of the landfill as seen from Mission Gorge Road or understating the prominence from the other viewing 
locations. This issue is limited to prominence, however, since additional views are not blocked and the character remains the same regardless of size. 
Of the four simulations, the topographical variation of the landfill is most visible from this location, and thus, represents the “worst-case-scenario” 
in terms of prominence.

Impact to Visual Quality
2. The visual quality of the viewing scene is largely shaped by the natural landforms of the hills adjacent to the roadway and some of the trees/vegeta-

tion leading down to the San Diego River valley. While the hills do not exhibit the vertical variation and surface feature complexity (rock outcrop-
ping, plant material, etc.) of the other more notable landforms in the region, they nonetheless possess a moderate visual quality that is sensitive to 
change. The vegetation, both urban and natural, provides variety to the scene in terms of color, shape, and texture, and continues the dominance 
of naturalistic forms and colors exhibited by the undisturbed hillsides. From this viewing location the landfill represents a noticeable portion of 
the viewing scene. The simulation does not depict the landfill during the years of operation, but the engineered landfill slopes (benching), access 
ramps, drainage infrastructure, and bare earth texture/color likely to occur on the project site during these years would be highly visible and would 
highly contrast with the visual quality of the existing hillsides and other naturalistic forms, creating a significant impact.

Impact to View Quality
3. While the primary viewing corridor of the viewing scene is down Mission Gorge Road towards the San Diego River valley, view corridors also exist to 

Sycamore Canyon and to a series of ridgelines to the north1. The landfill not only obscures views into Sycamore Canyon, but its height above the sur-
rounding hillsides also obscures views to hills/ridgelines further to the north. The landfill also creates a new ridgeline that becomes the focal point 
of the background in place of the existing hillsides. Based on the inherent function of the landfill, however, preservation of view corridors through 
substantial landform modification would not be possible without non-attainment of the program requirements. Therefore, the landfill would have 
a significant, unmitigable impact to views.

Impact to Community Plans and Policies
4. Based on the community plans and policies listed in the EIR, potential impacts relate to two plans/policies:

•	 City of San Diego General Plan, Conservation Element: Policy CE-B.1 calls for “protection and conservation of landforms, canyon lands, and open 
spaces that (among other things) provide public views/vistas, serve as core biological areas and wildlife linkages, provide buffers within and be-
tween communities, or provide outdoor recreational opportunities.” The landfill impacts the existing landforms, Sycamore Canyon, and public 
views/vistas, and therefore, does not meet this community policy.

•	 City of Santee General Plan, Conservation Element, Policy 10.2: “Encourage preservation of significant natural features, such as watercourses, ridge-
lines, steep canyons, and major rock outcroppings.” The landfill creates a ridgeline that replaces an existing one and fills an existing canyon, and 
therefore, this policy is not met.

The landfill does not meet the criteria cited above. Based on the inherent function of the landfill, substantial landform modification would not meet 
attainment of the program requirements. The landfill would have a significant, unmitigable impact.

Viewpoint 12 Impact Summary
The impacts to the viewing scene as seen from Viewpoint 12 are substantial, very visible, and visible to a high number of viewers. Because impacts to 
visual quality, view quality, and community plans and policies were determined to be significant, the overall impact of the landfill to the viewing scene 
from Viewpoint 12 is also significant and unmitigable.

1 There are no officially designated scenic vista locations near the alternative site (p 5.4-11). The EIR assessment criteria considered impacts to designated scenic 
vista locations only per City of San Diego criteria, and thus, found no impact.
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Viewpoint 6: Planned Park Site
Simulation 5.4-21 represents a viewing location from east of Sycamore Canyon High School, with the alternative site in the 
middle of the field of view. The status of the park proposed for the site is uncertain. The analysis below evaluates impacts based 
on the existing number of viewers (extremely low) rather than a potential future number. If and when the park is developed, 
impacts would be multiplied by the increase in number of viewers.

Impact to Landform Quality
1. The simulation reveals that while the landfill is visible from this viewing location, the majority of the new landform is 

screened from view by interceding ridges In addition, the form of the landfill is similar to the other landforms in the view-
ing scene; existing hills are gently sloped with rounded hilltops, creating more of a horizontal character than vertical. The 
forms of the landfill, especially as seen from this distance, visually blend with these forms. The impact to landform quality, 
therefore, is less than significant.

Impact to Visual Quality
2. The visual quality of the viewing scene is determined by the natural landforms of the hills in the background, with develop-

ment and vegetation characterizing the middle ground. While the hills do not exhibit the vertical variation and surface fea-
ture complexity (rock outcropping, plant material, etc.) of the other more notable landforms in the region, they nonethe-
less possess a moderate visual quality that is sensitive to change. The development and vegetation in the middle ground 
provide variety to the viewing scene but do not create a cohesive scene in terms of shape or color. The addition of the 
landfill does not create enough change to dominate the viewing scene or significantly alter or degrade the existing visual 
quality. Only the top portion of the landfill is visible, and from this distance, the character of the landfill landforms mimics 
that of the existing hillsides. The impact to visual quality is less than significant.

Impact to View Quality
3. The important viewing corridors within the viewing scene terminate with the existing hills in the background. There is a 

view to the mountains of Mission Trails Regional Park, including Pyles Peak, but they are in the distance and their scale 
appears the same as the closer hillsides. The location of the landfill behind the existing hillsides ensures that it does not 
block an existing view corridor. Even though the finished elevation of the landfill rises above the existing hilltops, there is 
no distant view to obscure. There is no impact to view quality.

Impact to Community Plans and Policies
4. Based on the community plans and policies listed in the EIR, potential impacts relate to one plan/policy:

•	 City of Santee General Plan, Conservation Element, Policy 10.2: “Encourage preservation of significant natural features, such 
as watercourses, ridgelines, steep canyons, and major rock outcroppings.” While the character of the existing viewing scene 
is not significantly changed, the landfill creates a ridgeline that replaces an existing one. In this sense, the existing ridgeline 
is not preserved.

Although the landfill creates impacts to community plans and policies, the level of impact remains below a level of significance.

Viewpoint 6 Impact Summary
The impacts to the viewing scene as seen from Viewpoint 6 are minimal. While some impacts occur in terms of landform quality 
and community plans and policies, these remain below a level of significance. Further, overall impacts are kept to a minimum 
since there are almost no impacts in terms of visual quality and none related to view quality.



August 2012

Sycamore Canyon Landfill

Visual Impact Assessment Memorandum

8

I:\
A

rc
G

IS
\S

\S
LI

-0
1 

Sy
ca

m
or

eL
an

dfi
ll\

M
ap

\E
N

V
\E

IR
\F

ig
5_

4-
21

_P
ho

to
si

m
ul

at
io

ns
.in

dd
 -R

K

P
h

ot
os

im
u

la
ti

on
 f

ro
m

 P
ot

en
ti

al
 P

ar
k

 S
it

e
E

as
t 

of
 S

yc
am

or
e 

C
an

yo
n

 H
ig

h
 S

ch
oo

l, 
V

ie
w

p
oi

n
t 

6
SY

CA
MO

RE
 LA

ND
FI

LL
 M

AS
TE

R 
DE

VE
LO

PM
EN

T 
PL

AN
 E

IR
Fi

gu
re

 5
.4

-2
1

S
ou

rc
e:

 B
R

G
 C

on
su

lti
ng

, I
nc

. 2
00

6

A
.  

Ex
is

tin
g 

V
ie

w
  A

pp
ro

ve
d 

H
ei

gh
t -

 8
83

’ A
M

SL
  U

lti
m

at
e 

Pl
an

ne
d 

H
ei

gh
t -

 1
,0

50
’ A

M
SL

B
.  

Ph
ot

os
im

ul
at

io
n 

of
 p

ro
po

se
d 

1,
05

0’
 A

M
SL

 d
es

ig
n,

 se
ve

ra
l y

ea
rs

 a
fte

r c
lo

su
re

.



Sycamore Canyon Landfill

August 2012 9

Visual Impact Assessment Memorandum

Viewpoint B: Fanita Ranch Proposed Residential Area
Simulation 5.4-23 represents a viewing location from a currently undeveloped area, but one that is planned as a residential area 
within the proposed Fanita Ranch community. The alternative site is in the middle of the field of view. The status of the Fanita 
Ranch development is uncertain, although as of March 2012 it was reported that market conditions, not regulatory delays/con-
straints, were the reason for inaction. Whatever the case, the analysis below evaluates impacts based on the existing number 
of viewers (extremely low) rather than a potential future number. If and when the community is developed, impacts would be 
multiplied by the increase in number of viewers.

Impact to Landform Quality
1. The simulation reveals that while the landfill is visible from this viewing location, the bottom half of the new landform is 

screened from view by interceding ridges. A long expanse (from left to right) of the landfill is visible, but the form of the 
landfill is similar to other landforms in the viewing scene; the landfill generally mimics the gentle slopes and rounded 
hilltops of the surrounding landforms. The forms of the landfill, especially as seen from this distance, visually blend with 
these forms. The impact to landform quality, therefore, is less than significant.

Impact to Visual Quality
2. The visual quality of the viewing scene is determined by the natural landforms of the hills in the foreground and back-

ground, with the development, vegetation, and water of Santee Lakes characterizing the middle ground. While the hills 
do not exhibit the vertical variation and surface feature complexity (rock outcropping, plant material, etc.) of the other 
more notable landforms in the region, they nonetheless possess a moderate visual quality that is sensitive to change. The 
vegetation and water in the middle ground provide variety to the viewing scene and create a composition of balanced 
form, color, and scale. The addition of the landfill, however, does not create enough change to dominate the viewing 
scene or significantly alter or degrade the existing visual quality. Only the top portion of the landfill is visible, and from 
this distance, the character of the landfill landforms mimics that of the existing hillsides. The impact to visual quality is 
less than significant.

Impact to View Quality
3. The important viewing corridors within the viewing scene terminate with the existing hills in the background. There is 

a view to Fortuna Mountain, but it stands alone as a distant focal point beyond the background ridgeline. The location 
of the landfill behind the existing hillsides ensures that it does not block an existing view corridor. The landfill does rise 
above the existing hilltops and blocks a minor portion of the view of Fortuna Mountain, but otherwise, it only blocks 
views to the sky. There is no impact to view quality.

Impact to Community Plans and Policies
4. Based on the community plans and policies listed in the EIR, potential impacts relate to one plan/policy:

•	 City of Santee General Plan, Conservation Element, Policy 10.2: “Encourage preservation of significant natural features, such 
as watercourses, ridgelines, steep canyons, and major rock outcroppings.” While the character of the existing viewing scene 
is not significantly changed, the landfill creates a ridgeline that replaces an existing one. In this sense, the existing ridgeline 
is not preserved.

Although the landfill creates impacts to community plans and policies, the level of impact remains below a level of significance.

Viewpoint B Impact Summary
The impacts to the viewing scene as seen from Viewpoint B are minimal. While some impacts occur in terms of landform quality 
and community plans and policies, these remain below a level of significance. Further, overall impacts are kept to a minimum 
since there are almost no impacts in terms of visual quality and none related to view quality.
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Mitigations
The proposed Sycamore Canyon Landfill Expansion Alternative creates two types of significant impacts: those that exist dur-
ing the operation of the landfill (pre-closure) and those that exist and are unmitigable. The “interim” significant impacts affect 
landform quality as seen from eastbound SR-52 and northbound Mission Gorge Road. With the project feature elements of con-
tour grading and native plant revegetation, however, these impacts are reduced below a level of significance. The unmitigable 
impacts affect view quality and community plans and policies and are based on the mass and location of the landfill. Neither of 
these can be substantially adjusted and still attain the program goals of the landfill, and thus, are unmitigable.

Conclusion
The proposed Sycamore Canyon Landfill expansion most significantly impacts views from viewing locations to the south, rep-
resented by the simulation from Mission Gorge Road. From this location, the landfill’s mass and siting within a canyon creates 
significant impacts to view quality, visual quality, and goals established by community plans and policies. From the other view-
ing locations, impacts are either below a level of significance, or are reduced to below a level of significance by landfill closure 
with landform grading and native plant community revegetation.
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